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ABSTRACT
The theme of im p o ten ce ,  o r  s t e r i l i t y ,  i s  a  r e c u r r e n t  
one t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  S tephane  M a l la rm e .  In  h i s  
p o e t r y  w r i t t e n  p r i o r  t o  th e  y e a r  1 8 6 5  > t h i s  theme i s  ex­
p r e s s e d  i n  t e rm s  of t h e  h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r , which  r e p r e s e n t s  
a k i n d  o f  P l a t o n i c  i d e a l  which he s t r u g g l e s  to  comprehend 
i n  o r d e r  t o  g i v e  e x p r e s s io n  to  i t  i n  h i s  p o e t r y .  B a i l i n g  
to  comprehend i t ,  he seek s  t o  e s c a p e  i t  t h r o u g h  l o v e ,  
th r o u g h  e r o t i c i s m ,  th ro u g h  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on th e  m a t e r i a l  
a s p e c t s  of  l i f e .  The y e a r s  1864-1869 b r i n g  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  
c r i s i s ,  f rom which Mallarme emerges w i t h  h i s  Bream, i . e . ,  
t h e  o ld  P l a t o n i c  I d e a l ,  d e s t r o y e d .  I t  i s  r e p l a c e d  by a 
p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  Void, which b r i n g s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a n e g a ­
t i v e  a t t i t u d e  on the  p a r t  o f  M al la rm 6 , an  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  
a s s u m p t io n  o f  t h a t  Void, and t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  make 
so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e  o f  i t .  Under t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  H e g e l ia n  
t h o u g h t ,  he v ie w s  t h i s  Void, n o t  a s  an end  b u t  a s  a b e g i n ­
n i n g ,  a s  an absence  f rom which so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e  must be 
made to  i s s u e .  This som eth ing  p o s i t i v e  i s  t h e  p o e t ' s  work, 
f o r  o n ly  one t h i n g  s u r v i v e s  t h e  Void— t h e  work o f  a r t i s t i c  
c r e a t i o n .  T h is  c o n v i c t i o n  i s  e x p r e s s e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
"Tombeaux" poems commemorating su ch  l u m i n a r i e s  a s  Poe, 
B a u d e l a i r e ,  Wagner and V e r l a i n e .  But f o r  h i m s e l f ,  M allarme 
c o u ld  o n ly  d e r i v e  l i m i t e d  c o n s o l a t i o n  f rom  t h i s  c o n v i c t i o n ,
iv
f o r  e v e r  t h e  i d e a l i s t ,  h e  c o n c e iv e s  h i s  p o e t i c  t a s k  t o  he 
th e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  a "Grand O eu v re ,"  a  Book t h a t  would syn­
t h e s i z e  t h e  T r u t h  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e ,  an " o r p h ic  e x p l a n a t i o n  
o f  t h e  E a r t h . "
A g a in s t  t h i s  I d e a l  Work, Mallarme must now measure  
t h e  p o e t r y  he p ro d u c e s ,  and he  i s  n e v e r  e n t i r e l y  s a t i s f i e d  
w i th  what he s e e s .  Once a g a i n  t h e r e  i s  t h e  danger  o f  an 
im p asse ,  f o r  he  must f a c e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  n o t  b e i n g  
a b l e  t o  a c h i e v e  t h e  Work. He l i v e s  w i th  t h i s  f e a r ,  r e a ­
l i z i n g  t o  what  deg ree  t h e  accom pl ishm en t  o f  t h e  Work i s  
g o v e rn e d  by ch a n ce ,  w h ich  c a n n o t  be n e g a t e d  d e s p i t e  t h e  
b e s t  e f f o r t s  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  a s  i s  d e m o n s t r a te d  i n  Un Coup 
de d e s . The on ly  hope l i e s  i n  p a t i e n t  en d e av o r ,  as  ex­
p r e s s e d  i n  P r o s e  pour  des  E s s e i n t e s ; by means o f  la n g u a g e  
and c o n s t a n t  a p p l i c a t i o n ,  p e r h a p s  he w i l l  be a b l e  t o  w r e s t  
from t h e  Void a t  l e a s t  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  Work t h a t  he hopes  t o  
a c h i e v e .
M a l l a r m e ' s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  r e v e a l s  h i s  aw aren ess  o f  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he h a s  s e t  t o o  l a r g e  a  t a s k  f o r  h i m s e l f .  
M en t ions  a r e  f r e q u e n t  i n  b o t h  h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  and h i s  
c r i t i c a l  w r i t i n g s  t h a t  h i s  p o e t r y  f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  t h e  de­
s i r e d  o b j e c t i v e .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  Mallarme works a s s i d u o u s l y  
u n t i l  h i s  d e a th ,  i n  t o t a l  d e d i c a t i o n  to  h i s  a r t  and t o  h i s  
v i s i o n .  But on h i s  d e a t h - b e d  he f e e l s  c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  r e ­
q u e s t  t h a t  h i s  f a m i ly  b u r n  a l l  h i s  n o t e s  a c cu m u la te d  over  
a p e r i o d  o f  a lm o s t  f i f t y  y e a r s .  The "Grand Oeuvre" h as
r e m a in e d  s im p ly  an I d e a l .  The p o e t ' s  d e a th - b e d  w is h  i s  
b u t  one f u r t h e r  b i t  o f  e v id e n c e  of  t h e  f r u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h a t  
I d e a l .
vi
INTRODUCTION
The s tu d y  o f  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  S tep h an e  M allarme may 
e a s i l y  p ro v e  t o  he a b a f f l i n g  and f r u s t r a t i n g  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
d e f y i n g  even th e  most p e r s i s t e n t  e f f o r t s  t o  comprehend. 
R e s p e c t e d  c r i t i c s  who have  s p e n t  y e a r s  i n  d e c i p h e r i n g  ( t h e  
word i s  u s e d  a d v i s e d l y )  h i s  p o e t r y ,  must  adm it  t o  u n c e r ­
t a i n t i e s  a b o u t  t h e  meaning o f  c e r t a i n  segm en ts  o f  h i s  work. 
A s u r v e y  o f  c r i t i c i s m  a b o u t  th e  w r i t i n g s  o f  M allarme r e ­
v e a l s  f r e q u e n t l y  wide d iv e rg e n c e  o f  o p i n io n  as  t o  t h e  i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  g iv e n  t e x t s .  Mallarme h a s  been  c r i t i c i z e d  
f rom numerous a n g l e s ,  and y e t  f o r  a l l  t h e  e x t e n s i v e  b i b l i ­
og raphy  i n  h i s  name, he r em a in s  one o f  t h e  most d i f f i c u l t
and m y s t e r i o u s  p o e t s  o f  a l l  t im e .
T h is  m y s te ry  i n  t h e  a r t  of  M allarme i s  no c o i n c i ­
d en c e .  I t  i s  r a t h e r  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  s e v e r a l  complex f a c t o r s  
w hich  w i l l  be c o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h i s  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c h a p t e r  a s  a 
means o f  e n t r y  i n t o  a s tu d y  o f  t h e  theme o f  a r t i s t i c  s t e ­
r i l i t y  i n  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  t h i s  c h i e f  o f  t h e  S y m b o l i s t  s c h o o l .
I t  i s ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  a  l i f e - l o n g  endeavor
on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p o e t  t o  remove h i s  a r t  f rom  t h e  g r a s p  
o f  t h e  c a s u a l  r e a d e r  and to  a v o i d  s im p le  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .
I t  i s  a  d e l i b e r a t e  and c o n s i s t e n t l y  s o u g h t  e f f e c t ,  b o rn  
o f  t h e  p o e t ’ s c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  a r t  must be a r i s t o c r a t i c  in
1
2i t s  n a t u r e ,  t h a t  i t  m ust  be  r e d u c e d  t o  t h e  l e v e l  of  th e  
v u l g a r  medium f o r  t h e  com m unica t ion  o f  i d e a  a lo n e ,  t h a t  
p o e t r y  h a s  as  i t s  m ost  s a c r e d  c a l l i n g  t h e  conveyance o f  a 
m y s te ry  t h a t  t r a n s c e n d s  ou r  p h y s i c a l  u n i v e r s e ,  t h a t  l a n ­
guage ,  as  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  v e h i c l e  o f  p o e t r y ,  may be s t r i p p e d  
t o  i t s  b a r e  b a s e  and in d u c e d  t o  s u g g e s t  t h i s  h ig h e r  r e a l i t y  
which was t h e  s o u rc e  o f  su c h  c o n s t a n t  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  f o r  th e  
p o e t .  These c o n v i c t i o n s ,  i r o n i c a l l y  enough, l e d  Mallarme 
th r o u g h  a l i f e t i m e  o f  a n g u i s h e d  l a b o r  a s  he  sough t  to  p u t  
h i s  t h e o r i e s  i n t o  p r a c t i c e .  Mallarme s u f f e r e d  by h i s  own 
hand ,  so t o  speak :  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  g o a l s  i n  p o e t r y
c o s t  him lo n g  y e a r s  o f  g r u e l i n g  l a b o r ,  seldom f r e e  of t h e  
a n g u i s h  o f  p o s s i b l e  f a i l u r e ,  o f  t h e  f e a r  t h a t  he might n o t  
be a b l e  t o  g iv e  e x p r e s s i o n  t o  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  v i s i o n ,  o f  an 
o v e r r i d i n g  co n c e rn  w i t h  s t e r i l i t y .
Mallarme h a s  p r o v i d e d  a l a r g e  number o f  e s say s  and 
c r i t i c a l  w r i t i n g s  which  e x p r e s s  h i s  v iew s  a b o u t  h i s  es ­
t h e t i c  o f  p o e t r y .  The f o r e m o s t  e x p r e s s i o n  of h i s  o p in io n  
ab o u t  t h e  need  to  keep  p o e t r y  an a r i s t o c r a t i c  a r t  form and 
ab o u t  t h e  need  f o r  m y s t e r y  i n  a r t  i s  f o u n d  in  h i s  e s sa y  
e n t i t l e d  " H e re s ie  a r t i s t i q u e :  L 'A r t  pou r  t o u s , "  w r i t t e n
a t  Sens i n  1862 when he was on ly  tw e n ty  y e a r s  o ld .  I t s  
im p o r tan ce  ca n n o t  be o v e r - e s t i m a t e d  f o r ,  a l th o u g h  over ­
lo o k e d  by h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  and c r i t i c s ,  i t  s e r v e s  as 
som eth ing  of  a key  t o  h i s  e n t i r e  a r t ,  as  Madame E m il ie  
N o u le t  o b s e rv e s :  " F i d d l e  p e n d a n t  t r e n t e  ans  a c e t t e  page
3p re m ie re ,  i l  (M a l la rm e)  l a  t i e n t  s e c r e t e . . .  H&tons-nous de 
s u r p r e n d r e ,  a  l ' 4 t a t  n a i s s a n t ,  une pens^e  qu i  s e  v o u d ra  
b ie n t& t  i n a c c e s s i b l e ;  a l ' e t a t  i r r e f l ^ c h i ,  une d o c t r i n e  q u i  
s ' i g n o r e  en t a n t  que d o c t r i n e . " ' 1' This  d o c t r i n e  t h a t  i s  
c r y s t a l l i z i n g  in  t h i s  e a r l y  work i s  n o t  h e s i t a n t l y  a d ­
vanced ;  t h e  o p en in g  l i n e  o f  t h e  e s s a y  r e v e a l s  t h e  p o e t ' s  
view of  h i s  c a l l i n g  a s  a s a c r e d  t r u s t :
Toute c h o s e  s a c r ^ e  e t  q u i  v e u t  demeurer s a c r e e  s ' e n v e -  
loppe  de  m yst& re .  Les r e l i g i o n s  se r e t r a n c h e n t  a. 
l ' a b r i  d ' a r c a n e s  d e v o i l ^ s  au  s e u l  p r e d e s t i n e :  l ' a r t  a
l e s  s i e n s . . . .  La musique  nous  o f f r e  un e x e m p l e . . .  J ' a i  
so u v e n t  demande p o u r q u o i  ce  c a r a c t e r e  n ^ c e s s a i r e  a 4te 
r e f u s e  a  un s e u l  a r t ,  au p l u s  g ran d .  C e l u i - l a  e s t  
sans  m y s t e r e  c o n t r e  l e s  c u r i o s i t l s  h y p o c r i t e s ,  s a n s  
t e r r e u r  c o n t r e  l e s  i m p i e t e s ,  ou sous l e  s o u r i r e  e t  l a  
g r im ace  de 1 '  i g n o r a n t  e t  de l ' e n n e m i .  Je p a r l e  de l a  
p o e s i e . . .  2
Mallarme a d m i re s  i n  r e l i g i o n  and  in  music th e  v e r y  q u a l i ­
t i e s  which f u n c t i o n  a s  b o u n d a r i e s  beyond which one does 
n o t  p e n e t r a t e .  T h i s  e a r l y  s t a t e m e n t  fo re shadow s  n o t  only  
a b a s i c  i d e a  b u t  a t e c h n i q u e  t h a t  w i l l  c h a r a c t e r i z e  h i s  
p o e t r y ;  r e l i g i o n  i s  i n s p i r a t i o n a l  f o r  i t s  m y s te ry ,  m usic  
f o r  i t s  a b s t r a c t e d n e s s .  The l a t t e r  i s  a p a r t i c u l a r  s o u r c e  
of  f a s c i n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  p o e t ' s  mind. The s i g h t  o f  a s h e e t  
of  music ,  f i l l e d  w i t h  i t s  rows or  o rd e r e d ,  a b s t r a c t  s i g n s ,  
s u g g e s t s  t o  him s o m e th in g  a p p ro a c h in g  th e  s u p e r n a t u r a l :  
" . . . c e s  p r o c e s s i o n s  m acab res  de s i g n e s  s e v e r e s ,  c h a s t e s ,  
in c o n n u s ,"  w hereupon ,  in  th e  g r i p  of  a k in d  o f  r e l i g i o u s  
a s t o n i s h m e n t ,  he once a g a in  c l o s e s  t h e  music book, d e s ­
t i n e d  now t o  r e m a in  " v i e r g e  d 'a u c u n e  pensee  p r o f a n a t r i c e . u^ 
These m y s t e r i o u s  s i g n s  a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  l i f t i n g  t h i s
p a r t i c u l a r  a r t  form, t h r o u g h  t h e i r  v e r y  t e c h n i c a l  n a t u r e ,  
above t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  layman, f i l l i n g  t h e  l a t t e r  w i t h  awe 
b e f o r e  t h e i r  i n c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y .
P o e t r y ,  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  t h e  a r t s  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  v iew  
m ust  s u f f e r  " t h e  g r im aces  o f  t h e  i g n o r a n t  and  th e  i n i m i c a l  
b e c a u s e  i t  h a s  become i n  h i s  t im e  a s t a t u s  symbol f o r  t h e  
m a sses  t o  r e a d  p o e t r y ;  p e o p le  l e a r n  p o e t r y  i n  o r d e r  t o  ap­
p e a r  e d u c a t e d .  With a l l  t h e  ad v an ces  o f  p r i n t i n g  t e c h n o l o  
gy ,  i t  i s  t h e  s a d  f a t e  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  p o e t r y  t h a t  
su c h  a work as  Les F l e u r s  du mal i s  p r i n t e d  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  
v e r s e  o f  r a n k  a m a te u r s ,  in  t h e  same s o r t  o f  p r i n t  t h a t  
f i l l s  t h e  m orn ing  n ew sp a p e rs ,  and i n  t h e  same book fo rm a t  
as  a  l o t  o f  p o e t r y  d e s t i n e d  to  f a i l  t h e  t e s t  of  t im e .  
M alla rm e  l a m e n t s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  110 one h a s  i n v e n t e d ,  i n  
o r d e r  t o  keep  i n t r u d e r s  ou t  o f  t h i s  s a c r e d  r e g i o n ,  "une 
l a n g u e  immaculee— des fo rm u le s  h i e r a t i q u e s  don t  1 ' e tu d e
a r i d e  a v e u g le  l e  p r o f a n e  e t  a i g u i l l o n n e  l e  p a t i e n t
5 /f a t a l . . . "  T h is  i s  s t r o n g  l a n g u a g e  in d e e d ,  b u t  Mallarme
w i l l  i n  h i s  own way u n d e r t a k e  to  p ro d u c e  t h a t  im m acula te  
l a n g u a g e  i n t e n d e d  to  a p p e a l  to  t h o s e  p r e d e s t i n e d  to  commu­
n i c a t e  w i t h  him: " l e  p a t i e n t  f a t a l " .  The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s
c o n v i c t i o n  as  i t  c o n c e rn s  h i s  p o e t r y  i s  an i n c r e a s i n g  t e n ­
dency to w ard  h e r m e t i c i s m ,  a deve lopm ent  b o rn e  o u t  by th e  
p r o g r e s s i v e  developm ent o f  h i s  w orks ,  f o r  i t  i s  a  w e l l -  
docum ented  phenomenon i n  h i s  p o e t r y  t h a t  t h e  i n i t i a l  v e r ­
s i o n s  o f  h i s  poems seldom p rove  t o  be t h e  d e f i n i t i v e
5v e r s i o n s .  Many o f  them a r e  s u b j e c t e d  t o  c o n s t a n t  s c r u t i n y  
and r e v i s i o n ,  th e  outcome i n v a r i a b l y  b e i n g  a  p r o g r e s s i o n  
i n t o  t h e  a b s t r a c t .  The t i t l e s  o f  M a l l a r m ^ ' s  e a r l y  works ,  
f o r  example,  r e v e a l  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  o f  t h e  meaning o f  
t h e  poem as  a r u l e ;  one o f  t h e s e  t i t l e s  s e r v e s  as  a  s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  ca se  i n  p o i n t  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  i n  b r o a d  te rm s  t h e  t e n ­
dency tow ard  a b s t r a c t i o n :  t h e  poem o r i g i n a l l y  e n t i t l e d
" S a i n t e  C e c i l e  j o u a n t  s u r  l ' a i l e  d 'u n  c h i r u b i n , "  i n  1865, 
h a s  become s im ply  " S a i n t e "  by th e  d a t e  o f  i t s  p u b l i c a t i o n  
a t  V e r l a i n e ' s  b e h e s t  i n  1883 ,  and i s  t h e r e b y  s t r i p p e d  o f  
any s p e c i f i c  r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  m ig h t  p r o v i d e  a m ean ing fu l  con­
t e x t .  I t  i s  s u r e l y  t h i s  same d e s i r e  to  a v o i d  th e  s p e c i f i c ,  
the 'Imould" o f  t h e  t i t l e ,  w h ich  d e t e r s  M alla rm e from p r o v i d ­
in g  t i t l e s  f o r  h i s  m ost  h e r m e t i c  p o e t r y  d a t i n g  from th e  
l a t t e r  h a l f  o f  h i s  l i f e t i m e .
L e s t  he be c o n s i d e r e d  an  u n m i t i g a t e d  snob, however,  
M allarme adds i n  t h i s  e a r l y  e s s a y  t h a t  t h e  mob i s  n o t  t o  
be s c o rn e d  f o r  i t s  l a c k  o f  co m p reh en s io n .  The mob d ev e lo p s  
an a d m i r a t i o n  ( w i t h o u t  r e a l  com prehens ion)  f o r  p o e t r y  and 
g e t s  t h e  m is ta k e n  i d e a  t h a t  i t  must be t a u g h t  in  s c h o o l ,  
whereupon t h i s  s a c r e d  fo rm  i s  r e d u c e d  t o  t h e  l e v e l  o f  a 
s c i e n c e ,  and p r o f a n e d  by so  much. P o e t r y ,  opened t o  th e  
s c r u t i n y  o f  t h e  m asses  by v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  h a v in g  l e a r n e d  
t h e  a l p h a b e t ,  l o s e s  t h a t  awesome q u a l i t y  s t i l l  en jo y ed  by 
t h e  o t h e r  p r i n c i p a l  a r t  m e d ia  such  as  m u s ic ,  p a i n t i n g ,  
s c u l p t u r e .  But ,  " S e r i e u s e m e n t  av o n s -n o u s  ja m a is  vu  dans
6l a  B i b l e  que l ' a n g e  r a i l l & t  l 'homme, q u i  e s t  s a n s  a i l e s ? . . .  
I I  f a u d r a i t  q u 'o n  s e  c r f t t  un homme com ple t  s a n s  a v o i r  l u  
un v e r s  d 'Hugo, comme on se  c r o i t  un homme com ple t  .sans
g
a v o i r  d e c h i f f r e  une n o t e  de V e r d i . "  The p h i l o s o p h e r ,  he
c o n t i n u e s ,  may f e e l  f r e e  t o  v u l g a r i z e  h i s  " t r u t h s " ,  b u t
t h e  p o e t  i s  a w o r s h i p p e r  o f  b e a u ty  which  i s  i n a c c e s s i b l e
to  t h e  mob. To a t t e m p t  t o  p o p u l a r i z e  t h i s  a r t  form t h r o u g h
cheap e d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  works i s  a  b lasphem y and a
p r o f a n a t i o n .  I f  t h e r e  m ust  be p o p u l a r i z a t i o n  of  a n y t h i n g
a t  a l l ,  make s u r e  t h a t  i t  i s  " c e l l e  du bon, non c e l l e  de
l ' a r t . . .  Que l e s  m asses  l i s e n t  l a  m o ra le ,  m ais  de gr&ce,
7ne l e u r  donnez pas  n o t r e  p o e s i e  a g & t e r . "  The to n e  o f  
t h i s  work i s  so dogm atic  and adamant t h a t  Mallarme aban­
dons i t  a lm o s t  e n t i r e l y ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  110 q u e s t i o n  ab o u t  
h i s  f a i t h f u l n e s s  t o  th e  a t t i t u d e  b a s i c  t o  t h e  t e x t .  F o r t y  
y e a r s  l a t e r ,  n e a r  t h e  end o f  h i s  l i f e ,  he r e - s t a t e s  h i s  
f u n d am e n ta l  d i s l i k e  f o r  t h e  uncom prehending mob i n  a n o t h e r  
e s s a y ,  "Le M y s te re  dans l e s  l e t t r e s " :
I I  d o i t  y a v o i r  c^uelcjue chose  d ' o c c u l t e  au  fo n d  de 
t o u s ,  j e  c r o i s  d ec id em en t  a que lque  ch o se  d ' a b s c o n s ,  
s i g n i f i a n t  fe rm e '  e t  c a c h e ,  q u i  h a b i t e  l e  commun: c a r ,
s i t S t  c e t t e  masse j e t e e  v e r s  que lque  t r a c e  que c ' e s t  
une r e a l i t e ,  e x i s t a n t ,  p a r  exemple, s u r  une f e u i l l e  
de p a p i e r ,  dans t e l  e c r i t — pas en s o i — c e l a  q u i  e s t  
o b s c u r :  e l l e  s ' a g i t e ,  ouragan  j a l o u x  d ' a t t r i b u e r  l e s
t e n e b r e s  a cpaoi que ce s o i t ,  p ro fu s e m e n t ,  f l a g r a m m e n t . . .  
Sa c r e d u l i t e  v i s - a - v i s  de p l u s i e u r s  q u i  l a  s o u l a g e n t ,  
en f a i s a n t  a f f a i r e ,  b o n d i t  a l ' e x c e s :  e t  l e  supp&t
d 'Ombre,  d ' e u x  d e s i g n e ,  ne p l a c e r a  un mot,  d o r e n a v a n t ,  
q u ' a v e c  un secouem ent  que 9 ' a i t  e t e  e l l e ,  l ' ^ n i g m e ,  
e l l e  ne  t r a n c h e ,  p a r  un coup d ' e v e n t a i l  de s e s  j u p e s :  g 
"Comprends p a s l "  —  1 ' i n n o c e n t  a n n o n q & t- i l  s e  m oucher .
7The n o t e  o f  s c o rn  i s  u n m i s t a k a b l e . The mob ( " l e  commun" 
and " c e t t e  m asse" )  i s  d e p i c t e d  a s  e a g e r  t o  pounce upon any 
p o o r  p o e t  so  i n d i s c r e e t  as  t o  be o b s c u r e ,  b lam in g  th e  p o e t  
and n o t  i t s e l f  f o r  i t s  f a i l u r e  to  com prehend.  T h e r e a f t e r ,  
o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  mob i s  d i s t r u s t f u l  o f  a n y t h i n g  t h e  p o e t  
w r i t e s :  i t  c r i e s  o u t  t h a t  i t  does n o t  u n d e r s t a n d ,  even i f
t h e  p o e t  h a s  s im ply  announced t h a t  he i s  b lo w in g  h i s  n o s e .
I n  a l l  f a i r n e s s  t o  M allarm e,  how ever ,  i t  must be 
r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  t h e  em phasis  on h e r m e t i c i s m  and th e  r e s u l ­
t a n t  d e n s i t y  of  s t y l e  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  m a jo r  body o f  
h i s  works a r e  n o t  so s u p e r f i c i a l l y  m o t i v a t e d  as  t h i s  e s s a y  
would seem t o  i n d i c a t e .  He i s  c o n v in c e d  o f  t h e  a r i s t o ­
c r a t i c  n a t u r e  of  h i s  a r t  medium, t o  be s u r e ,  and would 
l i k e  t o  g u a r d  t h i s  s a c r e d  t r u s t  f rom t h e  i n t r u s i o n s  o f  t h e  
uncom prehending  and th e  i d l y  c u r i o u s ,  b u t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
i n h e r e n t  i n  h i s  s t y l e  u n d o u b te d ly  s tem  a s  w e l l  from th e  
e s t h e t i c  o f  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  he d e v e lo p s  i n  an  e f f o r t  t o  
make h i s  a r t  l a r g e r  t h a n  l i f e ,  t o  endow i t  w i t h - a - f a r  
g r e a t e r  d im ens ion  th a n  t h a t  a c h i e v e d  th r o u g h  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  
e s t h e t i c  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  t h e  P a r n a s s i a n  s c h o o l  o f  p o e t s .  
H aunted  as  he was by a f e a r  o f  r e m a in in g  i n c a p a b l e  o f  p r o ­
duc in g  w o r th w h i le  p o e t r y ,  Mallarme f e l t  co m p e l led  to  ex­
h a u s t  t h o s e  words a t  h i s  d i s p o s a l ,  t o  w r e s t  from them th e  
u tm o s t  t h a t  each had  to  g i v e .  S t u d e n t  o f  l a n g u a g e s  t h a t  
he was, Mallarme had  p a r t i c u l a r  i n s i g h t  i n t o  word v a l u e s ;  
he became i n t e r e s t e d  i n  word h i s t o r y  and f r e q u e n t l y  u s e d
8v o c a b u l a r y  n o t  in i t s  c u r r e n t  a c c e p t a n c e  b u t  w i th  i t s  e t y ­
m o lo g i c a l  c o n n o t a t i o n  in  m in d .  C h a r l e s  Chass£ con tends  
t h a t  Mallarme owes a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e b t  to  L i t t r e ' s  etymo­
l o g i c a l  d i c t i o n a r y  f o r  many of  t h e  f a c e t s  o f  meaning in ­
c o r p o r a t e d  i n  h i s  v e r s e ,  i n  k e e p in g  w i t h  a  tendency  w e l l -
e s t a b l i s h e d  among h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
g
Huysmans.
An e x t e n s i v e  s tu d y  o f  t h e  m echan ics  of M a l la rm ^ 's  
p o e t r y  by Jacques  S c h e r e r  b e a r s  out t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  b a s i c  
v o c a b u la r y  i s  t h a t  o f  e v e ry d a y  s p e e c h ,  b u t  w ith  a d i f f e r ­
ence !  The f o l lo w in g  q u o t a t i o n  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  Mallarme by 
Rene G hil  and  quo ted  in  S c h e r e r ' s  s tu d y  i s  i l l u m i n a t i n g :
I I  c o n v ie n t  de nous s e r v i r  des  m ots  de to u t  l e  monde, 
dans l e  sens que t o u t  l e  monde c r o i t  comprendre! Je  
n ' e m p l o i e  que c e u x - l a .  Ce s o n t  l e s  m ots  mSme que l e  
B o u rg eo i s  l i t  t o u s  l e s  m a t i n s ,  l e s  mSmes! Mais,  v o i l a  
( e t  i c i  son s o u r  i r e  s  ' a c c e n t u a i t ) ,  s ' i l  l u i  a r r i v e  de 
l e s  r e t r o u v e r  en t e l  m ien  poeme, i l  ne l e s  comprend 
p l u s !  C ' e s t  q u ' i l s  o n t  e t e  r e c r i t s  p a r  un p o e t e . 1 0
The p o e t  makes the  d i f f e r e n c e .  The words appear  unusua l
b e c a u s e  of t h e  c o n t e x t  i n  w hich  they  a p p e a r ,  th e  words
a g a i n s t  which they a r e  j u x t a p o s e d ,  t h e  "ensemble" o f  word
c l u s t e r s  which s t r e t c h  t h e  word, and th e  mind w i th  them,
i n t o  new rea lm s  of  t h o u g h t  and f e e l i n g .  I t  i s  t o  a l a r g e
e x t e n t  th ro u g h  the  u se  o f  v o c a b u l a r y  i n  t h i s  manner t h a t
t h e  p o e t  c r e a t e s  an  au ra  o f  v a g u e n e s s  and im p r e c i s io n  so
c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  t h e  S y m b o l i s t  movement.
Word c l u s t e r s  l e a d  l o g i c a l l y  i n t o  a  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  
o f  s y n ta x ,  which r em a in s  t h e  s i n g l e  most  p u z z l i n g  e lem ent
9in  t h e  p o e t r y  of  M a l la rm e .  Prom s p e c i a l  l i b e r t i e s  w i t h  
c l u s t e r s  o f  w ords ,  i t  i s  b u t  one s t e p  f u r t h e r  t o  t h e  e x e r ­
c ise  o f  l i b e r t i e s  w i th  s y n ta x  i n  o r d e r  to  o b t a i n  new ex­
t e n s i o n s  o f  m ean ing .  S c h e r e r ' s  d e t a i l e d  s y n t a c t i c a l  s t u ­
dies o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y  l e a d  to  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c o n c l u s i o n s :  
Gram m atica l  o r d e r  i s  n o t  r i g i d l y  o b s e rv e d ;  p a r t s  o f  s p e e c h  
may b e  u se d  i n  v e r y  l i b e r a l  ways, e . g . ,  a noun  may be r e ­
p la c e d  by a n  ad v e rb ,  an a d j e c t i v e  o r  a v e r b ,  and a n  a d j e c ­
t iv e  o r  a p r e p o s i t i o n  may become a d v e rb s ;  c o n n e c t i v e s  may 
be d e l i b e r a t e l y  chosen  t o  convey vague r a t h e r  t h a n  p r e c i s e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  as  in  h i s  f r e q u e n t  u se  o f  s e l o n ,  en t a n t  
que, o r  t e l  q u e ; an e le m e n t  o f  s u r p r i s e  i s  o f t e n  a t t a i n e d  
by d i s p l a c i n g  a d j e c t i v e s  o r  ad v e rb s  f rom  t h e i r  e x p e c t e d  
p o s i t i o n ;  e l l i p s i s  i s  o f t e n  employed when n o rm a l  g ram m at i ­
cal u s a g e  w ou ld  f o r b i d  i t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  e l l i p s i s  o f  a 
noun t h a t  s h o u l d  n o r m a l ly  f o l l o w  an i n d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e ;  
i n v e r s i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  o f  s u b j e c t  and v e r b ,  i s  w i d e l y  u s e d ,  
a l t h o u g h  o t h e r  t y p e s  o f  i n v e r s i o n  abound f o r  c r e a t i o n  o f  
s p e c i a l  em p h a s is ;  g e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  noun and i t s  s a t e l l i t e s  
play a  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more im p o r ta n t  r o l e  t h a n  t h e  v e r b  
c l u s t e r s ,  w h ich  t e n d s  t o  m inimize movement i n  t h e  s e n t e n c e ;  
p u n c t u a t i o n  d i f f e r s  g r e a t l y  from t h e  norm, d i s a p p e a r i n g  
a lm o s t  e n t i r e l y ;  p r e p o s i t i o n s  a r e  u s e d  v e r y  l o o s e l y ,  and
a p p o s i t i o n s  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  made in  su ch  a manner a s  t o  r e -
11l a t e  t o  two p o s s i b l e  a n t e c e d e n t s .  These form  b u t  a p a r ­
t i a l  l i s t i n g  o f  t h e  d e v i c e s  employed by M a l la rm e ,
10
u n d o u b te d ly  i n  t h e  hope o f  s e t t i n g  up " r e s o n a n c e s  o f  w hich
1 2he h i m s e l f  h a d  n o t  o r i g i n a l l y  been  a w a r e . "
A r e - o r d e r i n g  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  e l e m e n t s  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  
l i n e s  a lo n g  n o rm al  s y n t a c t i c  p a t t e r n s  f r e q u e n t l y  d i s p e l s  
a m b i g u i t i e s ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  a lw ays ,  and  th e  s y n t a x  y i e l d s  t o  
a n a l y s i s  o n ly  w i t h  e x t r e m e ly  c a r e f u l  and p e r s i s t e n t  e f f o r t .  
M allarme p r o v i d e s  h i s  v iew  of  one o f  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  syn ­
t a x  i n  "Le M y s te re  dans l e s  l e t t r e s , "  where he d e f i n e s  i t s  
f u n c t i o n  a s  a  gu id e  t o  i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y ,  a f o r c e  t o  h o l d  i n  
check  and  n e u t r a l i z e  s t y l i s t i c  c o l o r i n g ,  w h ich  sh o u ld  be 
n e i t h e r  to o  da rk  n o r  to o  b r i l l i a n t :
La S y n ta x e —
Pas s e s  t o u r s  p r i m e s a u t i e r s ,  s e u l s ,  i n c l u s  aux f a c i l i -  
t e s  de l a  c o n v e r s a t i o n ;  quo ique  l 1a r t i f i c e  e x c e l l e  
p o u r  c o n v a i n c r e .  Un p a r l e r ,  l e  f r a n p a i s ,  r e t i e n t  une 
e l e g a n c e  a p a r a i t r e  en n e g l i g e . . . 13
Here i s  a  v e r y  s p e c i a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  s y n t a x ,  one t o  be 
k e p t  d i s t i n c t  from t h e  more o r d i n a r y  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  
t e rm ,  i . e . ,  t h e  b a n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  and t w i s t s  t h a t  one f i n d s  
i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n  o r  r h e t o r i c .  Th is  i s  n o t  w hat  t h e  p o e t  
m ust  s e e k ,  s a y s  M al la rm e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a  s y n t a x  t h a t  w i l l  
enhance  and ev o k e .  The F ren ch  l a n g u a g e  "en  n e g l i g e "  sug­
g e s t s  t h e  w ispy ,  e v o c a t i v e  and ephem era l  a s p e c t s  o f  M a l l a r ­
me ' s l a n g u a g e ,  t h e  e l u s i v e  and s u g g e s t i v e  q u a l i t y  t h a t  
c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw een  h i s  e s t h e t i c  
and  t h a t  of  h i s  P a r n a s s i a n  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  S y n tax  s e r v e s  t o  
s o f t e n  t h e  s h a r p  c o n t o u r s  of  o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y ;  i t  adds
11
a n o t h e r  d im ens ion  o f  m eaning  th r o u g h  what i t  r e s e r v e s  f o r  
t h e  power o f  s u g g e s t i o n .
Thus, from an e a r l y  s t a t e m e n t  on th e  need  t o  empha­
s i z e  m y s te ry  i n  a r t ,  t h e  p o e t  moves to w a rd  a t e c h n iq u e  de­
s i g n e d  t o  c a p tu r e  t h a t  m y s t e r y :  t h e  t e c h n i q u e  o f  s u g g e s ­
t i o n .  M a l l a r m l ' s  most c e l e b r a t e d  s t a t e m e n t  on the. v a l u e  
o f  s u g g e s t i o n  i n  a r t  i s  fo u n d  i n  "E^ponse a des E n q u § te s :  
Sur  1 ' e v o l u t i o n  l i t t e r a i r e , "  i n  e f f e c t  an i n t e r v i e w  
g r a n t e d  t o  J u l e s  H u re t  i n  1891,  i n  w hich  th e  p o e t  sums up 
h i s  a t t i t u d e s .  The c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  remark  i s  a  
d i s c u s s i o n  on t h e  r e l a t i v e  m e r i t s  o f  t h e  P a r n a s s i a n  p o e t s  
and t h e  "young p o e t s " ,  i . e . ,  t h o s e  who w i l l  l a t e r  be known 
as  S y m b o l i s t s :
J e  c r o i s . . .  c^ue, quand au  fo n d ,  l e s  j e u n e s  s o n t  p l u s  
p r e s  de 1 ' i d e a l  p o e t i q u e  que l e s  P a r n a s s i e n s ,  q u i  t r a i -  
t e n t  e n c o re  l e u r s  s u j e t s  a l a  faipon des v ie u x  p h i l o -  
sophes  e t  des v i e u x  r h e t e u r s ,  en p r e s e n t a n t  l e s  o b j e t s  
d i rec tem en t . . .  Je  p e n s e  q u ' i l  f a u t  au  c o n t r a i r e  q u ' i l  
n ' y  a i t  q u 1a l l u s i o n .  La c o n t e m p l a t i o n  des o b j e t s ,
1 ' image s ' e n v o l a n t  des  r e v e r i e s  s u s c i t e e s  p a r  eux, 
s o n t  l e  c h a n t :  l e s  P a r n a s s i e n s ,  eux,  p r e n n e n t  l a
chose  e n t i£ r e m e n t  e t  l a  m o n t r e n t :  p a r  l a ,  i l s  man-
q u e n t - d e  myst&re; i l s  r e t i r e n t  aux e s p r i t s  c e t t e  . jo ie  
d e l i c i e u s e  de c r o i r e  q u ' i l s  c r e e n t . Nommer un o b . j e t , 
c ' e s t  s u p p r im e r  l e s  t r o i s  q u a r t s  d e l a  . jou is sance  du 
po&me q u i  e s t  f a i t e  de d e v i n e r  peu~"a peu: l e  s u g ^ e r e r ,
v o i l a  l e  r& ve. C ' e s t  l e  p a r f a i t  u sag e  de^ce m y s te re  
q u i  c o n s t i t u e  l e  sym bole :  evoque r  p e t i t  a p e t i t  un
o b j e t  pour  m o n t r e r  un £ t a t  d '9me, ou in v e rs e m e n t ,  
c h o i s i r  un o b j e t  e t  en d eg ag e r  un e t a t  d'Sme, p a r  une 
s e r i e  de d e c h i f f r e m e n t s .14
T h is  dense  p a ra g ra p h  p l a c e s  M a l l a r m e ' s  work i n  s h a rp  p e r ­
s p e c t i v e ;  f rom i t  emerges t h e  v iew  o f  t h e  r e a d e r  a s  th e  
r e a l  c r e a t o r ,  f o r  t h r o u g h  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  s u g g e s t i o n ,  t h e
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p o e t  a f f o r d s  an o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  a
c r e a t i v e  a c t  o f  h i s  own. To name, t o  o b j e c t i f y ,  t o  d e a l
w i th  t h e  e x t e r n a l s  o f  r e a l i t y  i s  to  d e s t r o y  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r
th e  o p p o r t u n i t y  to  e x p e r i e n c e  t h i s  d e l i g h t  o f  c r e a t i v i t y .
I n  a n o t h e r  e s s a y ,  " C r i s e  de v e r s , "  a com pos i te  o f  e x c e r p t s
from s e v e r a l  works w r i t t e n  o v e r  a  p e r i o d  o f  y e a r s ,  M alla rm e
f u r t h e r  d e f i n e s  t h e  r o l e ,  o r  l i m i t a t i o n s  of  th e  r o l e ,  of
t h e  p o e t  i n  t h e  a c t  o f  p o e t i c  c r e a t i o n :
L 1o e u v re  p u re  im p l iq u e  l a  d i s p a r i t i o n  e l o c u t o i r e  du 
po&te, q u i  cede 1 ' i n i t i a t i v e  aux m ots ,  p a r  l e  h e u r t  de 
l e u r  i n e g a l i t e  m o b i l i s e s ;  i l s  s ' a l l u m e n t  de r e f l e t s  
r e c i p r o q u e s  comme une v i r t u e l l e  t r a i n e e  de fe u x  s u r  
des  p i e r r e r i e s ,  r e m p l a 9 a n t  l a  r e s p i r a t i o n  p e r c e p t i b l e  
en l ' a n c i e n  s o u f f l e  l y r i q u e  ou l a  d i r e c t i o n  p e r s o n -  
n e l l e  e n t h o u s i a s t e  de l a  p h r a s e . 15
T h is  word c h e m i s t r y ,  t h u s ,  i s  n o t h i n g  b u t  a t r a n s c e n d a n c e  
o f  t h e  o r d i n a r y  r o l e  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  a  r e p l a c e m e n t  o f  t h e  
p o e t ' s  " p e r s o n a l  and e n t h u s i a s t i c "  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  l i n e .
The i n i t i a t i v e  i s  y i e l d e d  t o  t h e  words th e m s e l v e s ,  w hich  
w i l l  be  s e t  i n  m o t io n ,  a s  i t  w ere ,  th ro u g h  t h e i r  j u x t a p o ­
s i t i o n ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  shock  o f  c o l l i s i o n .  Symbolism, t o  
M a l l a r m e ' s  mind, i s  n o t h i n g  more th an  th e  p e r f e c t  a p p l i c a ­
t i o n  o f  t h i s  sy s tem  t o  p o e t r y .
In  t h i s  same e s s a y ,  M allarme sp eak s  o f  t h e  "D ecaden t  
o r  M y s t ic  S c h o o ls "  i n  te rm s  which  co u ld  w e l l  s e r v e  a s  an­
o t h e r  m a n i f e s t o  of  h i s  own a r t i s t i c  c r e e d ,  so w e l l  does i t  
r e f l e c t  h i s  t h o u g h t  on t h e  p r im acy  of  t h e  I d e a l ,  i . e . ,  m a t­
t e r s  o f  t h e  s p i r i t  o r  i n t e l l e c t ,  and o f  t h e  a r t  o f  s u g g e s ­
t i o n .
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D e c a d e n te ,  m y s t iq u e ,  l e s  f ico le s  se  d e c l a r a n t  ou £ t i -  
q u e t e e s  en h§.te p a r  n o t r e  p r e s s e  d ' i n f o r m a t i o n ,  adop-  
t e n t ,  comme r e n c o n t r e ,  l e  p o i n t  d 'u n  I d e a l i s m e  q u i  
( p a r e i l l e m e n t  aux f u g u e s ,  aux s o n a t e s )  r e f u s e  l e s  ma- 
t e r i a u x  n a t u r e l s  e t ,  comme b r u t a l e ,  une p e n s e e  e x a c t e  
l e s  o rd o n n a n t ;  pou r  ne  g a r d e r  de r i e n  que l a  s u g g e s ­
t i o n . I n s t i t u e r  une r e l a t i o n  e n t r e  l e s  images  e x a c t e ,  
e t  que s ' e n  d e ta c h e  im t i e r s  a s p e c t  f u s i b l e  e t  c l a i r  
p r e s e n t s  a la -  d i v i n a t i o n .  A b o l i e ,  l a  p r e t e n t i o n ,  e s -  
t h e t i q u e m e n t  une e r r e u r ,  q u o i q u ' e l l e  r e g i t  l e s  c h e f s -  
d ' o e u v r e ,  d ' i n c l u r e  au p a p i e r  s u b t i l  d ' u n  volume a u t r e  
ch o s e  que p a r  exemple l ' h o r r e u r  de l a  f o r S t ,  ou l e  
t o n n e r r e  muet e p a r s  au f e u i l l a g e ;  non  l e  b o i s  i n t r i n -  
skque  e t  dense  des a r b r e s . . .  l e s  monuments,  l a  mer,  l a  
f a c e  hum aine ,  dans l e u r  p l e n i t u d e ,  n a t i f s ,  c o n s e r v a n t  
une v e r t u  a u t r e m e n t  a t t r a y a n t e  que ne l e s  v o i l e r a  une 
d e s c r i p t i o n ,  e v o c a t i o n  d i t e s ,  a l l u s i o n  j e  s a i s ,  s u g g e s ­
t i o n . . .  (N o te :  u n d e r s c o r i n g  i s  my own e x c e p t  i n  l a s t
l i n e . ) 1 6
T h is  " I d e a l i s m  t h a t  r e j e c t s  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  i n  n a t u r e ,  
a v o i d i n g  any th o u g h t  t h a t  m igh t  a r r a n g e  them i n  to o  p r e c i s e  
an o r d e r ,  r e t a i n i n g  o n ly  t h e  s u g g e s t i v e n e s s  o f  t h i n g s , "  
w i l l  become t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  c o n t e n t  i n  
M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y .  T h is  " I d e a l i s m "  he w i l l  s e e k  to  c a p t u r e  
by e s t a b l i s h i n g  a " p r e c i s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw e e n  two im ages ,  
from w h ich  a t h i r d  e l em e n t ,  c l e a r  and  f u s i b l e ,  w i l l  emerge 
and be  p r e s e n t e d  t o  our  i m a g i n a t i o n . "  I t  i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  
t o  d e t e c t  t h e  P a r n a s s i a n  s c h o o l  as  t h e  b u t t  o f  h i s  r e p r o a c h  
f o r  i t s  e r r o n e o u s  e s t h e t i c  t h a t  would h av e  t h e  p o e t  f i l l  
h i s  p a g e s  w i t h  t h e  " b o i s  i n t r i n s k q u e  e t  d en se  des a r b r e s , " 
t h e  r e a l ,  p a l p a b l e  t e x t u r e  o f  wood. Monuments,  s e a s ,  t h e  
human c o u n te n a n c e ,  t h e s e  have  an a b i d i n g  and  t r a n s c e n d a n t  
b e a u t y ,  he  i m p l i e s ,  t o  which  d e s c r i p t i o n  c a n n o t  do j u s t i c e .  
T h is  t a s k  must  more p r o p e r l y  be c o n s ig n e d  t o  t h e  powers o f  
e v o c a t i o n ,  a l l u s i o n ,  s u g g e s t i o n .  M allarm d i s  e n c o u ra g ed
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i n  t h a t  he  t h i n k s  t h i s  t r e n d  i n  modern l i t e r a t u r e  ( to w a r d  
th e  e v o c a t i v e )  may w e l l  he  a d e c i s i v e  one,  f o r  t h i s  i s  t h e  
magic q u a l i t y  o f  a r t :  t h a t  beyond t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  d u s t  o r
book o r  p ag e ,  a v o l a t i l e  d i s p e r s a l  o f  t h e  s p i r i t  o c c u r s  
t h r o u g h  i t s  m a c h i n a t i o n .
M al la rm e*s  k a l e i d o s c o p i c  v iew  o f  t h e ' e v o c a t i v e  power
of  la n g u a g e  i s  c l e a r l y  d e f i n e d  i n  t h e  - fo l l o w in g  p a s s a g e
from t h e  1896 e s s a y ,  "Le M y s te re  dans l e s  l e t t r e s . "
Les mots d 'eux-m§mes,  s ' e x a l t e n t  a  m a in t e  f a c e t t e  r e -  
connue l a  p lu s  r a r e  ou v a l a n t  p o u r  1 ' e s p r i t ,  c e n t r e  de 
s u s p e n s  v i b r a t o i r e ;  q u i  l e s  p e r m i t  i n  depen damment de 
l a  s u i t e  o r d i n a i r e ,  p r o j e t e s ,  en p a r o i s -  de g r o t t e ,  
t a n t  que dure  l e u r  m o b i l i t e  ou p r i n c i p e ,  e t a n t  ce q u i  
ne se  d i t  pas  du d i s c o u r s : -  p rom pts  t o u s  a  une r e c i ­
p r o c i t y  de fe u x  d i s t a n t e  ou p r e s e n t e e  de b i a i s  comme 
c o n t i n g e n t e .17
These m u l t i p l e  f a c e t s  o f  words become a p o i n t  o f  f a s c i n a ­
t i o n  f o r  t h e  p o e t ,  l e a d i n g  him i n t o  l o n g  and  t o r t u r e d  con­
s i d e r a t i o n s  o f  v o c a b u l a r y  and s y n ta x  a s  he s e e k s  t o  ex­
p r e s s  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e  d e n s e s t  o f  a l l  p o s s i b l e  m anners ,  t o  
a c h ie v e  t h a t  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  words on t h e  p r i n t e d  page ■ 
t h a t  w i l l  u n lo c k  i n  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  mind t h e  l a r g e s t  p o s s i b l e  
number o f  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and  e v o c a t i o n s — o f  y i e l d i n g  m ean ings  
on a s  many l e v e l s  a s  p o s s i b l e .  The e f f e c t  he hoped t o  
a c h ie v e  w i t h  words was v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  a c h ie v e d  by 
th e  t u r n  o f  t h e  knob on t h e  k a l e i d o s c o p e :  new co m b in a t io n s
o f  l i n e s  open up f a n t a s t i c a l l y  l a r g e  numbers o f  new v i s u a l  
images f o r  t h e  v i e w e r .  But i t  i s  t h e  m e c h a n ic a l  c o n t r i ­
vance  o f  t h e  k a l e i d o s c o p e  t h a t  sh a p e s  and  d e t e r m in e s  t h e s e
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v i s u a l  im ages ;  i n  M a l l a r m e 1s p o e t r y ,  i t  i s  o f  c o u r s e  t h e  
i n d i v i d u a l  mind, t h e  r e a d e r ,  t h i s  " c e n t r e  de su sp e n s  v i b r a -  
t o i r e "  w hich  i s  i n  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e s e  o s c i l l a t i o n s .  These 
new r a d i a n c e s  a r e  p r o j e c t e d  ( i n  a  f i g u r e  t h a t  r e c a l l s
r
P l a t o ' s  cave image) above t h e  o r d i n a r y  a r ran g em e n ts  o f  
words; t h e  m eaning  o b t a i n e d  i s  t r a n s c e n d a n t — to u c h in g  upon 
t h a t  p a r t  o f  s p e e c h  w hich  i s  n o t  spoken .  Language becomes 
much more t h a n  a  s im p le  c o n t r o l  v e h i c l e  f o r  the  communica­
t i o n  o f  i d e a ;  l a n g u a g e  i s  r a t h e r  a " p o t e n t i a l l y  l i v e  m a te ­
r i a l ,  which  i n  c e r t a i n  c o m b in a t io n s  c o u l d  b r i n g  i n t o  e x i s -
l 8te n c e  what  h a d  n o t  e x i s t e d  b e f o r e . "
A b a s i c  d i s t i n c t i o n  t h u s  a r i s e s  f o r  Mallarme b e tw e en  
t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  e v e ry d a y  r e a l i t y  and t h i s  e v o c a t i v e  new 
la n g u a g e  o f  p o e t i c  s u g g e s t i o n .  I n  " C r i s e  de v e r s "  he  t a x e s  
sp eech  w i t h  b e i n g  no more t h a n  "a  commercia l  ap p ro ach  t o  
r e a l i t y , "  so  t o  s p e a k :  " P a r l e r  n ' a  t r a i t  a  l a  r e a l i t e  des
choses  que c o m m e rc ia le m en t . . . I n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  on t h e  
o t h e r  h an d ,  he  f i n d s  t h a t  a l l u s i o n  i s  s u f f i c i e n t ;  i t  i s  
t h e  r o l e  o f  l a n g u a g e  t o  e x t r a c t  e s s e n c e s  and s u f f u s e  them 
i n t o  I d e a .  He w is h e s  upon t h e  word, and se ek s  t o  d e r i v e  
from t h e  word, t h a t  d eg ree  o f  a b s t r a c t i o n  t h a t  i s  common 
to  m u s i c a l  n o t a t i o n .  A b s t r a c t i o n  i n  i d e a  i s  pushed t o  a 
v e r y  h i g h  p o i n t  i n  M a l l a r m e 1s p o e t r y ;  a f f e c t i v e  v a l u e s  a r e  
o f  s e c o n d a ry  im p o r ta n c e  t o  him. S peak ing  w i s t f u l l y  o f  t h e  
m y s te ry  i n h e r e n t  i n  m u s ic ,  he  c l a im s  a s h a r e  of  t h i s  mys­
t e r y  f o r  p o e t r y  a s  w e l l .  L i s t e n i n g  t o  music one f e e l s
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t h a t  words  would  be j a r r i n g l y  ou t  o f  p l a c e ;  and  y e t  t h e  
w r i t t e n  word, which t h e  p o e t  te rm s  an " e n v o i  t a c i t e  d ' a b ­
s t r a c t i o n ,  " i . e . ,  t h e  s i l e n t  upward s u r g e  o f  t h e  i d e a l ,
20r e g a i n s  i t s  r i g h t s  "en f a c e  de l a  c h u te  des  so n s  n u s . "  
M u s ica l  n o t e s  d a z z le  f o r  a moment t h e n  f a d e  away; what  i s  
w r i t t e n  r e m a in s  a f f i x e d  t o  t h e  page ;  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  
p r i n t e d  page  can be r e p e a t e d  i n d e f i n i t e l y .
J o s e p h  O h i a r i  a p t l y  summarizes M a l l a r m e ' s  c o n c e p t
o f  l a n g u a g e  when he s t a t e s :  "For Mallarmd’, l a n g u a g e  was
21a  means t o  f r e e  t h e  r e a l ,  t h e  t r u e  cosmic v i s i o n . "  T h i s  
o b s e r v a t i o n  b r i n g s  i n t o  f o c u s  y e t  a t h i r d ,  and  s u r e l y  t h e  
most i m p o r t a n t ,  f a c t o r  which  makes f o r  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of  
M a l l a r m ^ ' s  p o e t r y :  h i s  m e ta p h y s i c a l  a n g u i s h  and q u e s t .
T h is  " r e a l ,  t h e  t r u e  cosmic v i s i o n "  t h a t  M allarm ^ s o u g h t  
was h i s  m os t  a b i d i n g  s o u r c e  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  and  a n g u i s h  i n  
t h a t -  i t  b r o u g h t  him f a c e  t o  f a c e  w i th  t h e  Void ,  and h e l d  
o u t  t h e  c o n s t a n t  t h r e a t  t h a t  h i s  work w ould  u l t i m a t e l y  be 
e n g u l f e d  by t h i s  same V oid .  He was a  man t o r n — by h i s  de­
s i r e  t o  c o n q u e r  t h e  Void ,  by t h e  d e s i r e  t o  e x p r e s s  t h a t  
Void i n  h i s  works ,  by t h e  f e a r  t h a t  t h e  Void  would u l t i ­
m a te l y  t r i u m p h  over  man and work as  w e l l . Comparing Mal­
la rm e  t o  B l a k e ,  C h i a r i  f i n d s  t h a t  t h e  f a c u l t y  i n  M alla rm e 
t h a t  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  r e a l  w o r ld  i n  q u e s t  o f  t h e  i d e a l  w o r l d  
i s  n o t  t h e  f a c u l t y  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n  b u t  r a t h e r  " . . .  a k i n d  
o f  a b s t r a c t i n g  and n e a n t i s i n g  power, w hich  does  n o t  aim a t  
c r e a t i n g  any c o n c r e t e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  on th e
17
c o n t r a r y ,  a t  c r e a t i n g  th e  ev a n esc en c e  o f  an e x p e r i e n c e ,  o r  
what one may d e s c r i b e  a s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  ' n e a n t i s e d , 1 emp­
t i e d  o f  i t s e l f ,  f o r  i n  t h e  end, t h e  aim o f  M allarm^ i s  to
22r e a c h  n o t h i n g n e s s ,  s o u rc e  o f  a l l  t h i n g s . "  The word i t ­
s e l f  M alla rm e w i l l  t e n d  t o  v iew  as  an a b s e n c e :  t h e  word
" f l o w e r , " once u t t e r e d ,  e m i t s  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  f l o w e r ,  t h e  
I d e a l  F lo w er ,  and a s  such ,  n e g a t e s  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  i n  r e ­
g a r d  t o  f l o w e r .  " Je  d i s  une f l e u r l  e t ,  h o r s  de l ' o u b l i  ou 
ma v o ix  re l& g u e  aucun c o n t o u r ,  en t a n t  que q u e lq u e  ch o se  
d ' a u t r e  que l e s  c a l i c e s  s u s ,  m u s ic a le m e n t  s e  l e v e ,  i d e e  
m£me e t  s u a v e ,  l ' a b s e n t e  de t o u s  b o u q u e t s . "  Thus t h e  
f l o w e r ,  " a b s e n t  o f  a l l  p e r fu m e ,"  d e - p a r t i c u l a r i z e d ,  i s  r e ­
moved from  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  w o r ld  to  an a b s t r a c t  p l a n e ;  e x i s ­
t e n t  r e a l i t y  h as  t r a n s c e n d e d  u n to  an e s s e n t i a l  p l a n e .  I n  
t h e  words o f  C h i a r i ,  " r e a l i t y  h as  been  e v a p o r a t e d ,  t r a n s ­
form ed i n t o  i t s  e s s e n c e  i n  a p r o c e s s  s i m i l a r  t o  m usic  i n  
which  t h e  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t s  r e p r e s e n t  r e a l i t y  i n  t h e i r  
own w ay .
T h is  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  a b s t r a c t i o n  was M a l l a r m e 's  
p a r t i c u l a r  g e n i u s  and a t  th e  same t im e  h i s  s p e c i a l  b u r d e n .  
His  e s s a y s  and c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  a r e  r e p l e t e  w i t h  m e n t io n s  
o f  t h e  agony he en d u red  i n  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  compose. And 
th r o u g h o u t  h i s  work, t h e r e  i s  a m a jo r  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  t h a t  
m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f ,  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  n o t h i n g n e s s ,  t h e  
v o i d .  B r a d f o r d  Cook says  o f  t h i s  n o t h i n g n e s s  t h a t  i t  i s  
M a l l a r m e ' s  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c o n s t a n t ,  and b e c a u s e  i t  i s  t h a t ,
18
25i t  becomes h i s  e s t h e t i c  u n i t y .  The c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  v o i d  
d id  i n  e f f e c t  become t h e  e n g r o s s i n g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  in  Mal­
l a rm e  ' s  l i f e  and hence  i n  h i s  works ,  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  de­
v e l o p i n g  o u t  o f  a m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i s i s  w hich  he  e n t e r e d  
i n t o  i n  t h e  m id - 1 8 6 0 ' s ,  w h i le  i n  h i s  e a r l y  t w e n t i e s .  Guy 
Michaud n o t e s  t h e  r a d i c a l  t h e m a t i c  c h a n g es  t h a t  a r e  r e ­
f l e c t e d  i n  h i s  p o e t r y  s u b s e q u e n t  t o  1 8 6 6 , t h e  peak o f  t h e  
c r i s i s — abandonment o f  t h e  g r e a t  l y r i c a l  them es .  He c e a s e s  
t o  e x p r e s s  d i r e c t l y  t h e  d e e p - s e a t e d  y e a r n i n g s  of  h i s  h e a r t  
and h i s  s o u l ;  he seldom u s e s  t h e  v e r b  t o  l o v e .  Numerous 
e l e m e n ts  o f  s e n s u a l i t y  (p e r fu m e ,  s k i n ,  t h e  f l e s h ,  woman) 
a r e  a l l  m in im iz e d .  There  i s  an  a lm o s t  co m p le te  d i s a p p e a r ­
ance o f  t h e  h a u n t i n g  c o n c e rn s  o f  h i s  y o u th  and  young 
manhood— d ig g in g  a g rav e  f o r  h i s  dream, e . g . ,  or w an d e r in g  
i n  s e a r c h  o f  t h i s  dream, or s e e k in g  f o r g e t f u l n e s s  o f  t h e  
dream. Azure d i s a p p e a r s  a lm o s t  e n t i r e l y ,  as  do t h e  a n g e l s  
and t h e  s e ra p h im .
What f i l l s  t h e  v o i d  c r e a t e d  by t h e s e  d e p a r t i n g  
g h o s t s ?  T here  i s  a n o t i c e a b l e  i n c r e a s e  i n  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  
e . g . ,  num bers ,  m id n ig h t ,  s p a c e ,  im m o b i l i t y ,  e x i l e ,  m y s te ry ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  words w i th  t h e  r i n g  o f  n e g a t i v i t y  ab o u t  them, 
e . g . ,  n e a n t , manque, r i e n , n u l , a b s e n c e , and e s p e c i a l l y  
t h e  v e r b  a b o l i r . The p o e t  who was so f o n d  o f  w a te r  im agery  
p r i o r  to  1 8 6 6  now abandons t h i s  e lem en t  i n  f a v o r  o f  f i r e
p f.
u n d e r  i t s  many m a n i f e s t a t i o n s .
M a l l a r m e ' s  e a r l i e s t  p o e t r y ,  t h a t  i s ,  h i s  v e r s e
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d a t i n g  f rom h i s  c h i ld h o o d ,  shows no p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  
themes o f  ab sen ce  and n o t h i n g n e s s .  They r e v e a l  no c l e a r  
d e l i n e a t i o n  between e a r t h  and  sky ;  t h e  u n i v e r s e  i s  one.
The s o u l  o f  t h e  c h i l d  l i v e s  i n  c l o s e  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  
s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y  t h a t  g i v e s  i t  s u b s t a n c e  and  m ean ing .  As 
he m a t u r e s ,  however,  he u n d e rg o e s  some k i n d  o f  c r i s i s  
which  d e p r i v e s  him o f  h i s  " c h i l d ' s  v iew  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e . "  
The i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  c r i s i s  f o r  th e  v e r s e  o f  M allarm e 
a r e  d i s c u s s e d  by J e a n - P a u l  R i c h a r d  i n  L 1U n iv e r s  i m a g i n a i r e  
de M a l la rm e , i n  which he h o l d s  t h a t  a s p l i t  d e v e lo p s  i n  
t h i s  o v e r a l l  u n i f i e d  s t r u c t u r e — a f i s s u r e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  r e ­
v o l t  which  f i n d s  e x p r e s s i o n  th r o u g h  b la sp h em y ,  a n t i c l e r i ­
c a l i s m  and by th e  e x i l e  o f  God. C r i t i c s  have  s p e c u l a t e d  
a t  c o n s i d e r a b l e  l e n g t h  a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  c r i s i s .  
Ayda, Mauron and C e l l i e r  l o o k  t o  t h e  b i o g r a p h y  o f  t h e  p o e t  
f o r  t h e  answ er ,  c o n c lu d in g  t h a t  i t  l i e s  i n  s e v e r a l  t r a u ­
m a t ic  d e a t h s  i n  th e  c i r c l e  o f  f a m i l y  and f r i e n d s  o f  t h e  
young M al la rm e— th e  d e a th  o f  h i s  m othe r  when he was f i v e ,  
t h e  d e a t h  o f  h i s  s i s t e r  when he was f i f t e e n ,  t h e  d e a th  o f  
a c l o s e  f r i e n d ,  H a r r i e t  Sm ith ,  i n  t h e  y e a r  1859* R i c h a r d  
seems i n c l i n e d  to  t h i n k  t h i s  r u p t u r e  a t t r i b u t a b l e  a t  l e a s t  
i n  p a r t  to  f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  d e r i v i n g  f rom  some form o f
s e x u a l  a c t i v i t y  (Mallarme d id  speak  in  r e t r o s p e c t  t o  a
27f r i e n d  o f  a c e r t a i n  " p r i a p i s m e  de ma j e u n e s s e , "  a l t h o u g h
t h e r e  a r e  no documents which s u b s t a n t i a t e  t h i s  i n s i n u a -  
28t i o n ) . Whatever  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  r u p t u r e ,  i t  i s  r e a l ,
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and  assum es  a  m e t a p h y s i c a l  b e n t .  Absence c o n s e q u e n t l y  b e ­
comes a c o n s t a n t  i n  h i s  v e r s e .  C r i t i c s  and s c h o l a r s  o f  
M alla rm e  and  h i s  works s p e a k  f r e e l y  o f  h i s  " m e ta p h y s i c a l  
c r i s i s "  o f  1 8 6 4 - 1 8 6 8 , f rom w hich  he emerges t o  a c c e n t u a t e  
h e r m e t i c i s m  and  t h e  theme o f  t h e  Void as  n e v e r  b e f o r e .  I t  
i s  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  t h a t  Mallarme b e g i n s  t o  w r i t e  one o f  
h i s  m a jo r  w orks ,  H e r o d i a d e , a b o u t  which  he c o n f i d e s  i n  a 
l e t t e r  t o  h i s  f r i e n d  C a z a l i s  i n  th e  summer o f  1866:
J e  t e  d i s  que j e  s u i s  d e p u i s  un mois dans l e s  p lu s  
p u r s  g l a c i e r s  de l ' E s t h e t i q u e — q u 'a p r k s  a v o i r  t r o u v e  
l e  n e a n t ,  j ' a i  t r o u v e  l e  B e a u ,— e t  que t u  ne peux 
t ' im a g i n e r  dans q u e l l e s  a l t i t u d e s  l u c i d e s  j e  m 'a v e n -  
t u r e .  I I  en s o r t i r a  un b e a u  poeme, a u q u e l  j e  t r a v a i l l e ,  
e t ,  c e t  h i v e r ,  ( ou un a u t r e )  H e r o d i a d e , ou j e  m ' e t a i s  
m is  t o u t  e n t i e r  sans  l e  s a v o i r ,  d 'o u  mes d o u te s  e t  mes 
m a l a i s e s . . .29
" A f t e r  h a v i n g  found  th e  v o i d ,  I  have found  B e a u t y . "  I t  may 
w e l l  be  t h a t  Mallarme f e l t  co m p e l led  to  f i n d  b e a u ty  i n  t h a t  
n o t h i n g n e s s  a s  an e s cap e  from i n s a n i t y ,  or  p e rh a p s  s u i c i d e ,  
f rom t h i s  t im e  on, M alla rm e would seem to  have  h i s  works 
r e c r e a t e  t h e  v e r y  Void w h ich  so p r e o c c u p ie d  him, t o  embody 
i n  e a c h  poem a g l im p s e ,  however p a r t i a l ,  o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  
f a b r i c  o f  t h e  Void which  had  become t h e  c e n t e r  of  h i s  u n i ­
v e r s e .  T h is  h a n t i s e  w i l l  shape  n o t  o n ly  t h e  c o n t e n t  b u t  
t h e  form o f  h i s  work. The e x t e n t  to  which t h e  p o e t  i s  ob­
s e s s e d  by t h e  Void i s  b o rn e  o u t  by th e  c l o s i n g  l i n e s  o f  
t h e  e s s a y  "Le Myst&re dans  l e s  l e t t r e s , "  where t h e  v e r y  
m a t e r i a l s  w i t h  which  th e  p o e t  must work de fy  th e  p o e t ' s  
e f f o r t  t o  c r e a t e .
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L i r e . . .  C e t t e  p r a t i q u e . . .  Appuyer,  s e l o n  l a  page ,  au 
b l a n c ,  q u i  1 ' i n a u g u r e  son  i n g e n u i t e ,  a  s o i ,  o u b l i e u s e  
m§me du t i t r e  q u i  p a r l e r a i t  t r o p  h a u t :  e t ,  cjuand
s ' a l i g n a ,  dans une b r i s u r e ,  l a  m o in d re ,  d i s s e m in e e ,  
l e  h a s a r d  v a i n c u  mot p a r  mot,  i n d e f e c t i b l e m e n t  l e  
b l a n c  r e v i e n t ,  t o u t  a l ' h e u r e  g r a t u i t ,  c e r t a i n  m a in t e -  
n a n t ,  p o u r  c o n c l u r e  que r i e n  a u - d e l a  e t  a u t h e n t i q u e r
l e  s i l e n c e . 30
The b l a n k  s p a ce  o f  e a ch  page i s  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  Void 
which s u r r o u n d s  e v e r y t h i n g ,  d e f y in g  t h e  p o e t ' s  en d eav o u r ,  
r e s i s t i n g  h i s  e v e ry  e f f o r t  t o  o f f e n d  t h e  " v i r g i n  sp a ce"  of 
t h e  p ag e .
To r e c a p i t u l a t e ,  a s  Mallarme a c h i e v e s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
and e m o t io n a l  m a t u r i t y ,  he  m a n i f e s t s  a marked te n d e n c y  to  
i n c o r p o r a t e  t h e  a b s t r a c t  and t h e  a b s t r u s e  i n t o  h i s  p o e t r y ,  
w h e th e r  f rom  th e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  p o e t r y  m ust  rem a in  an 
a r i s t o c r a t i c  a r t  form, beyond th e  r e a c h  o f  t h e  m asses ,  o r  
from h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o b i n g s  i n t o  t h e  d ee p e r  m eanings  of  
l i f e ,  w i t h  t h e i r  r e s u l t a n t  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  t h e  Void .  Ab­
s t r a c t i o n  and  a b s t r u s e n e s s  a r e  a t t a i n e d  i n  numerous ways, 
as  h a s  b ee n  i n d i c a t e d  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r .  I t  h a s  been  a s ­
s e r t e d  t h a t  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y  was a s o u r c e  of  a n g u i s h  to  
him. T h is  i s  no doub t  p a r t i a l l y  t r u e  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  s u s ­
t a i n e d  e f f o r t  t o  make h i s  p o e t r y  so a b s t r a c t ,  t o  a r r i v e  a t  
t h o s e  c o m b in a t io n s  o f  words and l i n e s  t h a t  would most e f ­
f e c t i v e l y  p ro d u ce  t h a t  e f f e c t  o f  " s p o n ta n e o u s  com bust ion"  
t h a t  he  s o u g h t  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  h i s  v iew s  on p o e t i c  
c r e a t i v i t y .  H is  a n g u i s h  i s  s u r e l y  e q u a l l y  a t t r i b u t a b l e  
to  h i s  f e a r  o f  h a v in g  t o  y i e l d  t o  t h e  power o f  th e  Void,
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of  f i n d i n g  h i m s e l f  im p o t e n t  "before what  he c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  
H e rc u le a n  t a s k  o f  t r a n s l a t i n g  h i s  v i s i o n  o n to  t h e  p ag e .  
I m p l i e d  i n  t h i s  v iew o f  t h e  Void  i s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  
p o e t ' s  s t e r i l i t y ,  h i s  . i n a b i l i t y  t o  cope s u c c e s s f u l l y  w i t h  
t h e  p rob lem s  o f  c r e a t i n g  so m e th in g  l a s t i n g ,  o f  g i v i n g  ex­
p r e s s i o n  to  h i s  v i s i o n  i n  a  form communicable  t o  h i s  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  and a r i s t o c r a t i c  e l i t e  ( l e  p a t i e n t  f a t a l ) .  And 
i t  i s  i n  t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y  i s  now 
ap p ro a c h ed — w i t h  a v iew  to w a r d  a t h e m a t i c  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  
m u l t i p l e  e le m e n ts  which com municate  h i s  f e a r  o f  im po tence  
b e f o r e  h i s  t a s k ,  o f  h i s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  a r t i s t i c  s t e ­
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CHAPTER I
HANTISE EE L'AZUR
M a l l a r m e ' s  c o n c e rn  w i th  a r t i s t i c  s t e r i l i t y  was r e ­
v e a l e d  v e r y  e a r l y  b o t h  i n  h i s  p o e t r y  and in  h i s  c r i t i c a l  
w r i t i n g s .  As r e f l e c t e d  t h e r e ,  i t  i s  a phenomenon o p e r a b l e  
on an i n t e l l e c t u a l  p l a n e ,  w i th  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  i n t o  t h e  
r e a lm  o f  b o t h  m e ta p h y s i c s  and e s t h e t i c s .  I t s  most s a l i e n t  
e x p r e s s i o n  o c c u r s  i n  t e rm s  o f  an o b s e s s i v e  f e a r  o f  b e i n g  
u n a b le  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  what he a s  a  p o e t  f e e l s  he must accom­
p l i s h .  T h i s  i s  a w e l l -d o c u m e n te d  phenomenon i n  M a l la rm ean  
c r i t i c i s m ,  t h a n k s  p r i n c i p a l l y  t o  t h e  u n t i r i n g  and monumen­
t a l  e f f o r t s  o f  h i s  b i o g r a p h e r ,  H en r i  Mondor, whose Vie de 
M allarme and  M allarm e p l u s  i n t i m e  s k e t c h  in  i m p r e s s i v e  de­
t a i l  t h e  t h o u g h t s  and  d e e d s ,  a s p i r a t i o n s  and a n x i e t i e s  o f  
t h i s  m ost  e n i g m a t i c  o f  p o e t s .  M ondor 's  comments on t h e  
s t e r i l i t y  o f  M allarme a r e  c o n f in e d  s o l e l y  t o  t h e  i n t e l l e c ­
t u a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  p rob lem , a l t h o u g h  t h i s  i s  n o t  
t h e  c a s e  w i t h  more r e c e n t  c r i t i c i s m .  F o r  Mondor, t h a t  
" im p u i s s a n c e  don t  s o u f f r e  M allarme e s t  c e l l e  d 'u n  a r t i s t e  
v i s a n t  t r o p  h a u t . " ^  He a f f i r m s ,  and no co n tem p o ra ry  c r i t i c  
would d i s a g r e e ,  t h a t  M allarm e was by no means a s t e r i l e  
p o e t , a l t h o u g h  M a l l a r m ^ ' s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  f r e q u e n t l y  go ad ed  
him w i t h  c r i t i c i s m  t o  t h i s  e f f e c t :  "Ses a d v e r s a i r e s  l e s
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p l u s  s a r c a s t i q u e s  se  s o n t  empar^s du mot im p u i s s a n c e  p o u r
2l e  l u i  j e t e r . "  Mondor, w i t h o u t  d e l v in g  i n t o  t h e  p sy c h o ­
l o g i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  im po tence  f o r  M a l la rm e ,  d e r i v e s  
o b v io u s  p l e a s u r e  i n  r e m a rk in g  t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  d e t r a c t o r s  
have now l a p s e d  i n t o  t h e  o b l i v i o n  o f  h i s t o r y ,  w h ereas  
M allarm e h i m s e l f  r e m a in s  e m in e n t ly  a l i v e  t h r o u g h  h i s  ex­
c e l l e n t  p o e t r y .  Mondor summarizes h i s  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  
M a l l a r m e ' s  o b s e s s i v e  c o n c e rn  w i th  s t e r i l i t y  o r  im p o ten ce  
i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  manner:  "Ce que 1 ' on a a p p e l e  1 ' im p u i s ­
s a n ce  de M al la rm e ,  c ' e s t  c e t t e  a d m ira b le  e x ig e a n c e  d ' a r t  
p u r  e t  l e  f i e r  m e p r i s  d 'u n  je u n e  homme p au v re  c o n t r e  t o u t e  
i m p r o v i s a t i o n  h&tee e t  peu  f r u c t u e u s e .
S u b se q u e n t  t o  t h e  y e a r  1950, however,  M a l la rm ean  
c r i t i c i s m  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d w e l l s  on t h e  s e x u a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
o f  t h e  theme o f  s t e r i l i t y  i n  M alla rm e .  Ayda, C e l l i e r ,  
Chasse  and Mauron, among o t h e r s ,  have p a i d  p a r t i c u l a r  a t ­
t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s  f a c e t  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  p rob lem ,  b u t  none more 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  o r  more t h o r o u g h l y  t h a n  t h e  l a s t  m e n t io n e d ,  
C h a r l e s  Mauron, who i n  h i s  I n t r o d u c t i o n  a  l a  p s y c h a n a ly s e  
de M a l l a r m e , a r r i v e s  t h r o u g h  p s y c h o c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  
works a t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  h i s  f e a r s  o f  n o n - p r o d u c t i v i t y  
a c t u a l l y  s tem  from an O e d ip a l  complex c a u s e d  by t h e  t r a u ­
m a t i c  l o s s  o f  h i s  m o th e r  when he was f i v e  y e a r s  o l d ,  and 
r e i n f o r c e d  by th e  l o s s  o f  h i s  s i s t e r  M a r ia  when he was f i f ­
t e e n .  A c c o rd in g  t o  t h i s  v iew ,  th e  l a t e n t  meaning  o f  Mal­
la rm e  ' s  p o e t r y ,  o f  which  t h e  p o e t  was unaw are ,  s tem s
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p a r t i c u l a r l y  f rom t h e  s e c o n d  o f  t h e s e  d e a t h s ,  which f i n d s  
th e  a d o l e s c e n t  " i n  f u l l  p u b e r t a l  c r i s i s ,  s u f f e r i n g  from a  
r e c e n t  s o r ro w  and g r o p i n g  f o r  s o c i a l  o r  s p i r i t u a l  s u b l im a ­
t i o n s . " ^  I t  l e a v e s  him w i t h  a m u l t i p l e  c r i s i s — bereav em en t  
over  t h e  l o s s  o f  a  s i s t e r ,  w hich  r e o p e n s  t h e  wound c a u s e d
by h i s  m o t h e r ' s  d e a th  t e n  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  and a l s o  " the
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c h o ic e  o f  s o c i a l  and  s p i r i t u a l  s u b l i m a t i o n s . "  These g r a v e  
o c c u r r e n c e s  i n t e r v e n e ,  m o reo v e r ,  when t h e  y o u th  i s  in  t h e  
m id s t  o f  t h e  p u b e r t a l  c r i s i s ,  which  r e - e v o k e s  th e  O ed ip a l  
c r i s i s  e x p e r i e n c e d  a t  t h e  d e a t h  o f  h i s  m o th e r .  Mauron con­
t e n d s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  was n e v e r  a b l e  to  r e c o v e r  from h i s  
m o t h e r ' s  d e a t h ,  and  t h a t  he t r a n s f e r r e d  h i s  a f f e c t i o n s  p r i ­
m a r i l y  t o  h i s  s i s t e r  M a r ia .  With t h e  d e a th  o f  th e  l a t t e r ,  
t h e  r e l i g i o u s  i d e a l i z a t i o n  i n  which  he h a d  a f f i x e d  the  
m othe r  i s  r e p l a c e d  by m u s i c a l  and p o e t i c  i d e a l i z a t i o n .  A 
r e l i g i o u s  c r i s i s  o c c u r s  d e r i v i n g  f rom t h e  l o s s  o f  t h e s e  
two p e r s o n s  whom he h e l d  d e a r ,  and th e  b u rg e o n in g  e r o t i c  
d r i v e  c a u s e s  him to  s e e k  r e a l  l o v e - o b j e c t s . These many 
e l e m e n t s  f i n d  e x p r e s s i o n  i n  t h e  works o f  f a n t a s y  which 
M allarme p ro d u c e d  i n  h i s  y o u th ,  and w hich  Mauron a n a l y z e s  
i n  d e t a i l ,  f i n d i n g  i n  them c e r t a i n  c l u s t e r s  o f  images an d  
a s s o c i a t i o n s  which  p e rv a d e  t h e  work o f  t h e  m a tu re  p o e t .
T h is  i s  w ha t  Mauron t e rm s  t h e  "shimmer be low " ,  t h e  u n d e r ­
c u r r e n t  o f  im ages  " a t t r a c t i n g  and e l i c i t i n g  each  o t h e r  i n  
such  a way a s  t o  p ro d u ce  h a rm o n ie s  which a r e  r e p e a t e d  f rom  
poem to  poem," and a m a jo r  inducem en t  to  th e  a p p l i c a t i o n
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o f  p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  p robe  the
l a t e n t  c o n t e n t ,  " th e  i n n e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  sym bol ic
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r e b u s . "  Mauron h o p es  i n  t h i s  manner t o  e s t a b l i s h  a new 
d im ens ion  i n  t h e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y — th e  
u n c o n s c io u s  d e p th .  He i s  q u i c k  t o  p o i n t  o u t ,  however,  
t h a t  t h i s  l a t e n t  m ean ing  o f  t h e  poem i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
i t s  t r u e  m ean ing ,  b u t  s im p ly  one f a c e t  o f  i t .  Nor does 
t h e  s u b c o n s c io u s  r e a l i t y  a c t u a l l y  i n s p i r e  t h e  poem, a l ­
th o u g h  i t  i s  i n t i m a t e l y  c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  i t ;  what i t  does i s  
t h i s :  " . . .  i t  r a i s e s  s u g g e s t i o n s  which  r e a d i l y  become ob-
Q
s e s s i v e .  I t  p r o p o s e s  and w h i s p e r s  t h e  w o rd s . "
Mauron seems t h e r e b y  t o  h a v e . l i m i t e d  th e  scope of 
h i s  p r o b in g s  i n t o  M a l l a r m e ' s  s u b c o n s c io u s ,  r e s t r i c t i n g  
them t o  t h e  "shimmer b e l o w , " d e f i n i n g  a s e c o n d a ry  r o l e  f o r  
t h e  l a t e n t  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e  w ork .  He i n  no way d e t r a c t s  
f rom t h e  m a n i f e s t  c o n t e n t  w h ich ,  i n  h i s  v iew ,  h a s  been  
f a i r l y  a c c u r a t e l y  d e t e r m i n e d  th r o u g h  t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  many 
e x e g e t i s t s  over  t h e  y e a r s  s i n c e  t h e  p o e t ' s  d e a th .  The 
p r e s e n t  s tu d y  w i l l  d e a l  e x c l u s i v e l y  w i t h  t h i s  m a n i f e s t  
c o n t e n t  i n  o r d e r  to  t r a c e  t h e  deve lopm ent  o f  th e  theme of  
s t e r i l i t y ,  and i t s  r a m i f i c a t i o n s ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  p o e t r y  of 
M a l la rm e .
Mallarme f i r s t  saw h i m s e l f  i n  p r i n t  i n  t h e  y e a r  
1862, in  F e b ru a ry ,  when t h e  r e v u e  Le P a p i l l o n  p u b l i s h e d  
" P l a c e t  f u t i l e "  and a g a i n  i n  March when L 1 A r t i s t e  p u b l i s h e d  
"Le G uignon ."  The f o r m e r ,  an  in n o c u o u s  l o v e  so n n e t  t h a t
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any young g a l l a n t  m ig h t  a d d r e s s  t o  a l a d y  whose a f f e c t i o n  
he hoped  t o  win ,  h a s  no h e a r i n g  on t h e  p r e s e n t  s t u d y .  The 
second  one ,  however,  a l o n g  w i t h  two o t h e r  poems whose com­
p o s i t i o n  d a t e s  from th e  same y e a r  h u t  w hich  were p u b l i s h e d  
on ly  l a t e r ,  i . e . ,  "Le S onneur"  and "R en o u v e a u ," does  p r o ­
v i d e  t h e  f i r s t  i n d i c a t i o n  i n  h i s  O euvres  Completes  o f  t h e  
p o e t ' s  a b i d i n g  f e a r  o f  s t e r i l i t y .  "Le G uignon ,"  which  was 
r e v i s e d  and  h e r m e t i c i z e d  i n  1887 i n  a manner q u i t e  c h a r a c ­
t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  d e a l s ,  a s  t h e  t i t l e  i m p l i e s ,  w i th  
t h o s e  who a r e  down on t h e i r  l u c k ,  and  more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  
w i t h  t h o s e  p o e t s  who c a n n o t  r e c o n c i l e  t h e i r  a r t  w i t h  t h e i r  
q u e s t  f o r  th e  I d e a l .  The f i r s t  s t a n z a  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  sub­
j e c t  o f  t h e  p i e c e :  " l e s  m e n d ie u r s  d ' a z u r " — i n  an image
s u g g e s t i n g  th e  manes o f  w i l d  h o r s e s ,  f l a s h i n g  o c c a s i o n a l l y  
above t h e  h e r d  s y m b o l i z i n g  h u m a n i ty .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  how­
e v e r ,  t h e s e  "m end ieu rs  d ' a z u r "  a r e  l o s t  i n  t h e  by-ways o f  
th e  l a n d ;  t h e i r  c o u r s e  i s  s t r i c t l y  l a n d - b o u n d .  The on ly  
s t a n d a r d  b o rn e  by t h e  t r o u p e  i s  t h e  d a rk  wind which f l a ­
g e l l a t e s  them, l i t e r a l l y  r i p p i n g  i n t o  t h e i r  f l e s h .  These 
t r a v e l l e r s ,  w h a te v e r  t h e i r  n a t u r e ,  t r a v e l  "avec  l ' e s p o i r  de 
r e n c o n t r e r  l a  m e r ," ^  t h e  s e a  h e r e  e v i d e n t l y  an e a r l y  ex­
p r e s s i o n  o f  what w i l l  l a t e r  become 1 1a z u r , t h e  h a u n t i n g  
I d e a l  i n  t h e  M alla rm ean  l e x i c o n .  As t h e y  t r a v e l ,  a p p e t i t e  
i s  n o t  w h e t t e d  b u t  r a t h e r  h e i g h t e n e d ,  f o r  we see  them ad­
v a n c e ,  "mordant  au  c i t r o n  d ' o r  de 1 ' i d e a l  amer" ( l i n e  9 ) —  
t h a t  i s ,  t h e  g o ld e n  lemon t h a t  s y m b o l iz e s  th e  I d e a l  and
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which i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t im e  a s  h i t t e r .  But 
th e  t r i b u l a t i o n  t h e y  endure  i s  n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s  compensa­
t i o n s :  "La p l u p a r t  r& la  dans l e s  d e f i l e s  n o c t u r n e s , /
S ' e n i v r a n t  du bonheur  de v o i r  c o u l e r  son  s a n g . . . . "
(1 1 .  1 0 -1 1 )  Th is  evokes  t h e  p o s t u r e  o f  t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l  
Romantic  p o e t s  who t e a r  t h e i r  b r e a s t s  i n  a n g u i s h  and  t h e n  
make p o e t r y  o f  t h i s  v e r y  s e n s i b l e r i e . T ha t  M allarm e h ad  
such  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  i n  mind i s  c o n f i rm e d  by t h e  l i n e :
" I l s  t & t e n t  l a  d o u le u r  comme i l s  t e t a i e n t  l e  r § v e . "  ( l .  16) 
A d v e r s i t y  p r o v i d e s  t h e  m i lk  of  t h e i r  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  a s  t h e  
dream o f  an I d e a l  had  done b e f o r e .  T h e i r  d e f e a t  i n  t h e  
q u e s t  f o r  t h e  I d e a l  i s  a s s u r e d  by "un ange t r& s  p u i s s a n t /  
Debout a 1 ' h o r i z o n  dans l e  nu de son g l a i v e . "  ( l .  14) The 
f o r c e  t h a t  overcomes them i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by an  a n g e l ,  t h e  
f i g u r e  t h a t  moves i n  t h e  b lu e  and who i s  p e r c e i v e d  on t h e  
h o r i z o n ,  u n d o u b te d ly  b e c a u se  t h e  h o r i z o n  i s  a lw ays  e l u s i v e ,  
a lways b ey o n d .  They a r e  r e n t  a s u n d e r  by t h e  s w o r d - t h r u s t  
of  t h i s  o b s t r u c t i n g  a n g e l ,  and th e y ,  t h e  p o e t s  who s u c c e e d  
in  t u r n i n g  g r i e f  t o  p r o f i t  i n  a f a c i l e  way, a r e  g r a t e f u l  
f o r  th e  t h r u s t :  "Une p o u rp re  s e  c a i l l e  au  s e i n  r e c o n n a i s -  
s a n t ."  ( 1 . 1 5 )
Humanity a c c la im s  t h e s e  p o e t s :  "E t  quand i l s  v o n t
r y th m a n t  des p l e u r s  v o l u p t u e u x /  Le p e u p l e  s ' a g e n o u i l l e  e t  
l e u r  mere se l e v e . "  (1 1 .  17 -18)  Thus, t h o s e  who have s e t  
ou t  w i th  a dream, w i th  th e  hope o f  f i n d i n g  t h e  s e a  ( l a  
m e r ) ,  f i n d  i n s t e a d  t h e  m other  ( l a  m e r e ) ,  t h e  d o t i n g  and
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a c c la im  o f  t h e  m a sse s ,  w h ich  i n  e f f e c t  c r e a t e s  them. These 
have fo u n d  c o n s o l a t i o n .
But f o r  each  one who i s  c o n s o l e d ,  t h e r e  a r e  h u n d re d s  
more who r e m a in  b a n d i e d  a b o u t  by a v u l g a r  and c lo w n i s h  f a t e ,  
" d e r i s o i r e s  m a r t y r s  de h a s a r d s  t o r t u e u x . "  ( 1 .  21) These 
to o  c o u l d  w e l l  have e m u la te d  t h e  o t h e r s ,  p l a y i n g  on " l a  
s e r v i l e  p i t i e  des r a c e s  a  v o i x  t e r n e s , "  ( l .  26) l i k e  some 
Prom etheus  w i th o u t  a  v u l t u r e  ( w i t h o u t  a r e a l  s o u r c e  o f  an­
g u i s h ) ,  b u t :  "Non, v i l s  e t  f r e q u e n t a n t  l e s  d e s e r t s  s a n s  
c i t e r n e , /  I l s  c o u r e n t  so u s  l e  f o u e t  d ' u n  monarque r a g e u r , /  
Le Guignon, don t  l e  r i r e  i n o u l  l e s  p r o s t e r n e . "  (1 1 .  28-30)  
T h e i r s  i s  a h a r s h  l o t ,  d r i v e n  by t h e  J i n x  th r o u g h  a w a t e r ­
l e s s  d e s e r t .  They a r e  p r e s e n t e d  as  t h e  p l a y t h i n g s  o f  
c r u e l  chance  i n  many a s p e c t s  o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e .  Down­
t r o d d e n ,  t h e y  a r e  s t r i p p e d  o f  t h e i r  p r i d e  " q u i  s a c r e  1 1 i n ­
f o r t u n e "  ( l .  4 6 ) ,  i m p a r t i n g  n o b i l i t y  t o  t h e  v i c t i m  s u f f e r ­
in g  r e v e r s a l .  L e s s e r  p o e t s ,  i n  t h e i r  s c o r n  o f  t h e s e  more 
s t o i c a l  o n es ,  "ne c o n n a i s s e n t  l e  mal de c e s  d ieu x  e f f a c e d . "  
( 1 .  53) The use  o f  t h e  te rm  " e f f a c e d  gods"  t o  evoke t h o s e  
p o e t s  who p e r s e v e r e  i n  t h e i r  q u e s t  o f  t h e  I d e a l  d e s p i t e  
f a i l u r e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  M alla rm e c o n c e iv e d  o f  t h e  I d e a l  as  
so m e th ing  e n jo y e d  by t h e  g o d s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a  f o r c e  t h a t  
would d e i f y  once a p p re h e n d e d .  However, r e d u c e d  t o  n o t h i n g  
a t  t h e  end,  t h e s e  p o e t s  " v o n t  r i d i c u l e m e n t  se  pend re  au 
r e v e r b e r e . "  ( l .  64)
I t  i s  made c l e a r  by M a l l a r m e ' s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  t h a t
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he i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  t h e  s e c o n d  c a t e g o r y  o f  p o e t s  d e s c r i b e d  
i n  t h e  poem, f o r  he w r i t e s  t o  h i s  f r i e n d  H e n r i  C a z a l i s  i n  
1862 c o n c e r n i n g  "Le G u ig n o n ,"  " . . . . j e  s u i s ,  h ^ l a s l  parmi 
l e s  s e c o n d s , " ^  i . e . ,  among t h o s e  p o e t s  who s u f f e r  and d ie  
w i t h o u t  a c h i e v i n g  g l o r y  o r  d i s t i n c t i o n .  Many o f  t h e  themes 
s u b s e q u e n t l y  t o  become p r o m in e n t  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y  a r e  
announced  i n  t h i s  e a r l y  work— t h e  I d e a l ,  t h e  a z u re  ( o f  
b o th  s e a  and s k y ) ,  t h e  a n g e l ,  dream, f a t e  o r  ch an ce ,  s e l f  
e f f a c e m e n t .  I t  r e v e a l s  v e r y  c l e a r l y  t h e  a t t i t u d e  o f  t h e  
p o e t  b e f o r e  t h e  f a c i l e  l a m e n t a t i o n s  o f  th e  Romantic  p o e t s ,  
who c o u l d  t u r n  t h e i r  s u f f e r i n g  i n t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e i r  
p o e t r y ,  a s  an end i n  i t s e l f .  The a n g u i s h  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  
Dream i s  e f f a c e d  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  g ro u p  by t h e  a d u l a t i o n  o f  
t h e  m a sse s ,  b u t  t h o s e  who c a n n o t  compromise i n  o r d e r  t o  
win o v e r  " l e s  r a c e s  a v o ix  t e r n e s "  have  no p eace  e x c e p t  i n  
d e a t h .
"Le Sonneur" o f f e r s  an e q u a l l y  p e s s i m i s t i c  p e r s p e c ­
t i v e .  The p o e t ,  i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e  t o  g r a s p  t h e  I d e a l ,  i s  
l i k e n e d  to  t h e  b e l l r i n g e r  who, f a r  below t h e  b e l l ,  a t  
g ro u n d  l e v e l ,  s c a r c e l y  h e a r s  t h e  d i s t a n t  chime o f  th e  b e l l  
he r i n g s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e  b i r d  t h a t  skims o v e r  t h e  b e l l -  
r i n g e r  i n  i t s  f l i g h t  i s  more u p l i f t e d  by t h i s  c l e a r  v o i c e  
r i s i n g  i n t o  t h e  p u re ,  l i m p i d  m orn ing  a i r .  The poem b e g i n s  
w i th  a n o t e  o f  b r i l l i a n t  c l a r i t y — t h e  c l e a r  p e a l  o f  t h e  
b e l l  r e s o u n d i n g  th r o u g h  t h e  s p a r k l i n g  m orn ing  a i r .  I n  i t s  
c l a r i t y ,  t h e  b e l l - v o i c e  a p p e a r s  t o  be one w i t h  t h i s  l i m p i d
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a tm o sp h e re ,  i n d e e d  i t s  v e r y  e x p r e s s i o n ,  a s  th ough  t h e  h e l l  
were t h e  v o i c e  o f  t h a t  d i s t a n t  a z u r e .  The m o t i f  o f  l i g h t  
a i r i n e s s  i s  a c c e n t u a t e d  by t h e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  t h e  b i r d ,  
which  s e r v e s  a s  a  l i n k  b e tw e en  th e  b e l l  and t h e  r i n g e r ,  
and i t  i s  a l s o  b r i g h t e n e d  by t h e  sound o f  t h e  b e l l :  "Le
s o n n e u r  e f f l e u r e  p a r  l ' o i s e a u  q u ' i l  e c l a i r e . "  ( l .  5) T h is  
l i n k  i s  e x t r e m e ly  t e n u o u s ,  however,  f o r  t h e  b i r d  on ly  
g r a z e s  t h e  r i n g e r .  The b i r d ,  c r e a t u r e  o f  t h e  sky ,  p a r t i ­
c i p a t e s  i n t i m a t e l y  i n  t h e  u n io n  o f  t h e  b e l l - s o u n d  and th e  
e t h e r ;  i t s  t o u c h i n g  o f  t h e  r i n g e r  i n  i t s  f l i g h t  r e i n f o r c e s  
t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  t h e  r i n g e r  from th e  b e l l -  
b i r d - e t h e r  com plex .  T h is  s e p a r a t i o n  i s  f u r t h e r  em phas ized  
by t h e  w e i g h t i n e s s  o f  t h e  im agery  i n  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  t h e  
s t a n z a :  "Le s o n n e u r . . . . /  Chevauchan t  t r i s t e m e n t  en g e i g -
n a n t  du l a t i n /  Sur l a  p i e r r e  q u i  t e n d  l a  co rd e  s e c u l a i r e , /  
N 'e n t e n d  d e s c e n d re  a l u i  q u 'u n  t i n t e m e n t  l o i n t a i n . "
(1 1 .  5 -8 )  The p o s t u r e  o f  r i d i n g  t h e  r o p e  b e s p e a k s  h e a v i ­
n e s s ;  t h e  moaning o f  L a t i n  i s  i n  marked c o n t r a s t  w i th  t h e  
a i r y  p e a l  o f  t h e  b e l l ;  t h e  r o p e  u s e d  i n  r i n g i n g  th e  b e l l  
i s  l a d e n  w i th  a b u r d e n  o f  t i m e .  The sound  o f  t h e  b e l l  i s
b u t  a  d i s t a n t  c a r i l l o n  t o  him below.
The t e r c e t s  d e v e lo p  M a l l a r m e ' s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  
th e  e a r t h - b o u n d  r i n g e r  o f  t h e  b e l l :  " Je  s u i s  c e t  homme.
H e la s !  de l a  n u i t  d e s i r e u s e , /  J ' a i  b ea u  t i r e r  l e  c&ble a
' so n n e r  1 ' I d e a l , /  De f r o i d s  p ech es  s ' e b a t  un plumage 
f e a l . . . . "  ( 1 1 .  9 -1 1 )  The b e l l r o p e  h e r e  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e
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a n x io u s  n i g h t — t h e  n i g h t  f i l l e d  w i t h  y e a r n i n g ,  t h e  n i g h t  
t h a t  M al la rm e  f i n d s  m os t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  e n d u r e .  There i s  no 
i s s u e  f rom  t h i s  a c t i o n ;  i t  i s  f r u i t l e s s  endeavor  s i n c e  h e ,  
th e  p o e t ,  r e m a in s  b u r d e n e d ,  impeded from t r a n s c e n d a n c e  by 
a " f a i t h f u l  plumage o f  c o l d  s i n s , "  t h i s  c o n s t a n t  r e m in d e r  
of  human l i m i t a t i o n s  s e p a r a t i n g  him from th e  I d e a l .  The 
b e l l  r e m a in s  j u s t  a d i s t a n t  p e a l  f o r  him t o o :  "Et l a  v o i x
ne me v i e n t  que p a r  b r i b e s  e t  c r e u s e ! /  M ais ,  un j o u r ,  f a t i ­
gue d ' a v o i r  en  v a i n  t i r e , /  0 S a ta n ,  j ' b t e r a i  l a  p i e r r e  e t  
me p e n d r a i . "  (1 1 .  1 2 -1 4 )  The p r o s p e c t  o f  l i v i n g  w i t h i n  
h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s  i s  p a i n f u l  t o  t h e  p o e t ;  he  t h r e a t e n s  to  
remove t h e  s t o n e  w e i g h t i n g  down th e  ro p e  and to  hang him­
s e l f  f rom i t .  The l a s t  u t t e r a n c e  seems as  much a p rom ise  
as  a  t h r e a t ;  a d d r e s s e d  t o  S a t a n ,  t h e  p r i n c e  o f  d a r k n e s s ,  
t h i s  l i n e  r a i s e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  h i s  y i e l d i n g  to  t h e  
f o r c e s  o f  d a r k n e s s .  The a i r i n e s s  and  l i g h t n e s s  o f  th e  
o p en in g  l i n e s  f i n d  a  c o u n t e r p o i s e  i n  t h e  d a rk n e s s  and 
h e a v i n e s s  o f  t h e  c l o s i n g  v e r s e s .  The im p ac t  o f  t h e  poem 
i s s u e s  i n  l a r g e  p a r t  f rom  t h e  i r o n y  o f  t h e  p o e t - b e l l r i n g e r  
t a k i n g  h i s  l i f e  w i t h  t h e  v e r y  i n s t r u m e n t  which s e r v e s  to  
r i n g  ( a n d  t h e r e f o r e  t o  summon) t h e  I d e a l .  The p o e t  i s  
t h u s ,  i n  t h i s  f i n a l  image,  compared t o  t h e  s t o n e  w e ig h t  
which k e e p s  t h e  b e l l  f rom r i n g i n g .  T h is  i r o n y  i s  s h a r p l y  
r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  t h a t  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e  c l o s i n g  l i n e  o f  "Le 
G uignon ,"  where t h e  e f f a c e d  gods ,  overwhelmed by a d v e r ­
s i t y  and  y e a r n i n g ,  hang  th e m s e lv e s  on t h e  lamp p o s t ,
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symbol of  t h e  l i g h t  w h ich  p u sh es  h ack  t h e  d a r k n e s s .  The 
i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  d a rk ;  i n  b o t h  c a s e s  t h e  r e s u l t  i s  s u i c i d e .
Yet a  t h i r d  poem on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  im potence  i s s u e s
from t h i s ,  M a l l a r m e 1s t w e n t i e t h  y e a r .  U n l ik e  th e  two p r e ­
v i o u s l y  d i s c u s s e d  poems, which  were u n d o u b te d ly  w r i t t e n  i n  
th e  p r e c e d i n g  w i n t e r  m on ths ,  t h i s  poem was p u b l i s h e d  i n  
May o f  1862, and can  o n ly  have  been  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  s p r i n g .  
In  i t s  i n i t i a l  v e r s i o n ,  i t  was e n t i t l e d  "Vere Novo," o n ly  
t o  be changed  l a t e r  t o  "Renouveau" f o r  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  v e r ­
s io n ,  i n  an  e f f o r t  t o  h e i g h t e n  th e  i r o n y  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
d e p i c t e d  i n  t h e  poem.
I r o n y ,  b e c a u s e  t h i s  i s  a s p r i n g  poem, and s p r i n g  i s
th e  s e a s o n  o f  r e g e n e r a t i o n  and o f  hope ,  y e t  h e r e  i t  s e r v e s
only a s  a mocking b a c k g ro u n d  to  h e i g h t e n  th e  po ignancy  o f  
t h e  p o e t ' s  i n e r t i a .  On two o c c a s i o n s  i n  t h i s  s p r i n g  o f  
1862 M allarm e sp e a k s  o f  s t e r i l i t y  i n  h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  t o  
H enr i  C a z a l i s .  On May 5, he w r i t e s :  " . . . j e  s o r s  a  p e i n e
d 'u n e  s e r i e  de j o u r s  brumeux e t  s t e r i l e s ,  e t  mon p r e m i e r  
s o u r i r e  e s t  a v o u s . ' ^ I n  e a r l y  June he w r i t e s  a g a in  t o  h i s  
c l o s e  f r i e n d :
Emmanuel t ' a v a i t  p e u t - § t r e  p a r l e  d 'u n e  s t e r i l i t e  c u -  
r i e u s e  que l e  p r i n t e m p s  a v a i t  i n s t a l l e  en moi.  A pres  
t r o i s  m ois  d ' i m p u i s s a n c e , j ' en s u i s  e n f i n  d e b a r r a s s e ,  
e t  mon p r e m ie r  s o n n e t  e s t  c o n s a c r e  a l a  d e c r i r e ,  c ' e s t -  
a - d i r e ,  a l a  m a u d i r e .  C ' e s t  un g e n re  a s s e z  nouveau  
que c e t t e  p o e s i e ,  ou l e s  e f f e t s  m a t e r i e l s ,  du san g ,  
des  n e r f s ,  s o n t  a n a l y s e s  e t  m §les  aux e f f e t s  moraux,  
de 1 ' e s p r i t ,  de l '& m e .-  C e la  p o u r r a i t  s ' a p p e l e r  " S p le e n  
p r i n t a n i e r " .12
S p r in g  i s  s i c k l y  i n  t h i s  poem b e c a u s e  th e  p o e t
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p r o j e c t s  upon t h e  e x t e r n a l  s cen e  th e  m is e r y  o f  h i s  own i n ­
t e r i o r  l a n d s c a p e .  T here  i s  v i v i d  c o n t r a s t  i n  t h e  two l a n d ­
s c a p e s :  t h e  one r e f u l g e n t  and te em in g  w i th  l i f e ,  t h e  o t h e r
i n e r t  an d  d i s m a l :  "Le p r in t e m p s  m a l a d i f  a c h a s s e  t r i s t e -
m e n t /  L ' h i v e r ,  s a i s o n  de l ' a r t  s e r e i n ,  l ' h i v e r  l u c i d e , /  E t ,  
dans  mon § t r e  a  q u i  l e  sa n g  morne p r e s i d e /  L ' im p u i s s a n c e  
s ' e t i r e  en  un lo n g  b & i l l e m e n t ."  (1 1 .  1 - 4 )  S p r in g  i s  s i c k l y  
b ec au se  i t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  p o e t ' s  i n n e r  p o v e r t y .  C o n t r a r y  t o  
t h e  s p i r i t  o f  r e v i v i f i c a t i o n  and hope u s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  
w i t h  t h e  s e a s o n ,  t h e  p o e t ' s  b lo o d  f lo w s  l e t h a r g i c  i n  h i s  
v e i n s ,  an d  im po tence  s t r e t c h e s  i n  a  l a z y  yawn. The p h y s i o ­
l o g i c a l  .d i s c o m f o r t  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  c l e a r :  " D e s . c r e p u s c u l e s
b l a n c s  t i e d i s s e n t  so u s  mon c r§ .ne /  Qu 'un  c e r c l e  de f e r  
s e r r e  a i n s i  q u 'u n  v i e u x  to m b e au /  E t  t r i s t e ,  j ' e r r e  a p r e s  
un rSve v a g u e  e t  b e a u , /  P a r  l e s  champs ou l a  seve  immense 
se  p a v a n e . .  . . "  (1 1 .  5 -8 )  H is  s k u l l  i s  bound by an i r o n  
band  l i k e  an o l d  tomb; t h e  i m p r o d u c t i v i t y  o f  t h e  mind i s  
e x p e r i e n c e d  a s  a  k i n d  o f  d e a t h ,  no doubt  f o r  t h e  v i s i o n  
t h a t  he c a n n o t  e x p r e s s .  S p r in g  has  r e t u r n e d ,  b r i n g i n g  
l i g h t  and  warmth t o  t h e  o u t s i d e  w o r ld ,  b u t  t h e s e  o f f e r  no 
c o n s o l a t i o n  to  t h e  p o e t ,  who e x p e r i e n c e s  them i n t e r n a l l y  
a s  w h i te  ( o r  b l a n k )  t w i l i g h t s  which c o o l  to  lukewarm be­
n e a t h  h i s  s k u l l .  The image t r a n s l a t e s  a t o t a l  r e v e r s a l  a s  
t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  i s  made f rom  e x t e r n a l  t o  i n t e r n a l  r e a l i t y .  
The p o e t  w ande rs  s a d l y  i n  s e a r c h  o f  some vague dream, b u t
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overwhelmed "by t h e  c a l l  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  l i f e  a l l  a b o u t  
him, c a l l s  w h ich  he c a n n o t  h eed ,  he f a l l s  f a c e  downward; 
" P u i s  j e  tombe en e rv e  de parfum s d ' a r b r e s ,  l a s , /  E t  c r e u -  
s a n t  de ma f a c e  une f o s s e  a  mon r & v e , /  Mordant l a  t e r r e  
chaude ou p o u s s e n t  l e s  l i l a s . . . . "  (1 1 .  9-11)  He f a l l s ,  
n o t  i n  an  e f f o r t  t o  a b s o rb  i n t o  h i m s e l f  some o f  t h i s  l i f e -  
g i v i n g  s o i l  i n  which  grow t h e s e  p u re  l i l a c s  ( sym bols  o f  
i d e a l  b e a u t y ) ,  b u t  r a t h e r  i n  o rd e r  t o  bury  h i s  dream i n  
t h e  e a r t h .  P ig g in g  s u g g e s t s  t h e  t u r n i n g  of  t h e  e a r t h  by 
t h e  plow i n  t h e  s p r i n g t i m e ,  t h a t  n e c e s s a r y  f i r s t  s t e p  b e ­
f o r e  any p l a n t i n g  and g ro w th  i s  p o s s i b l e ,  b u t  h e r e  t h e r e  
i s  no l i f e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  on ly  d e a th .  In  
a n g u i s h  he b i t e s  i n t o  t h i s  f e r t i l e  e a r t h  which  p r o v i d e s  
s u s t e n a n c e  f o r  t h e  p u re  l i l a c ,  much as  the  p o e t s  o f  "Le 
Guignon" b i t  i n t o  t h e  g o ld e n  lemon o f  th e  b i t t e r  i d e a l ,  a 
g e s t u r e  o f  a n g u i s h  and l o n g i n g  which i s  s e l f - d e f e a t i n g .  
H e ld  c a p t i v e ,  f a c e  downward, by Ennui ,  the  p o e t  w a i t s — f o r  
t h i s  Ennu i  t o  d i s s i p a t e :  " J 1 a t t e n d s ,  en m 'ab im an t  que mon
e n n u i  s ' e l & v e . . . /  — Cependan t  l ' A z u r  r i t  s u r  l a  h a i e  e t  
l ' e v e i l /  Pe t a n t  d 'o s e a u x  en f l e u r  g a z o u i l l a n t  au s o l e i l . "  
( 1 1 .  1 2 -1 4 )  Th is  w a i t i n g  i s  p r o j e c t e d  beyond th e  c o n f i n e s  
o f  t h e  poem i n  t h e  l a s t  two l i n e s .  The l a u g h t e r  o f  1 1 Azur 
i s  a s a r d o n i c  d isa v o w al  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  p u rp o s e .  Thus, a s  
e a r l y  a s  1862 ,  M allarme b r i n g s  h i m s e l f  to  t h e  a d m is s io n  
( o r  r e a l i z a t i o n )  t h a t  t h e  I d e a l ,  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  w i l l  r e ­
main above t h e  g r a s p  o f  man. He i n d i c a t e s  h i s  i n a b i l i t y
38
t o  r e a l i z e  h i s  dream, and y e t  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  i t  i s  t h i s  
v e r y  i n a b i l i t y  which  w i l l  t a k e  him as  c l o s e  as  i t  i s  p o s ­
s i b l e  t o  go i n  t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  h i s  dream. He t r a n s f o r m s  
h i s  q u e s t  f o r  t h e  I d e a l ,  and t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  f e a r  o f  f a i l u r e  
i n  i t s  r e a l i z a t i o n ,  i n t o  t h e  d r i v i n g  f o r c e  f o r  t h e  accom­
p l i s h m e n t  o f  t h a t  work.
P r o b i n g  i n t o  t h e  b i o g r a p h i c a l  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  p he­
nomenon o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  s o - c a l l e d  s t e r i l i t y ,  Mondor f i n d s  
numerous f a c t o r s  w hich  c o u l d  have c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a  g e n e r a l  
d e p r e s s i o n  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  l i f e . ^  T here  was, 
o f  c o u r s e ,  h i s  ex t rem e  p en u ry ,  which  o f t e n  d e p r iv e d  him o f  
t h e  p l e a s u r a b l e  o u t i n g s  and s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  e n jo y e d  by 
h i s  young f r i e n d s .  He was d i s s a t i s f i e d  i n  g e n e r a l  w i t h  
h i s  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  Sens ;  he had  f a i l e d  h i s  f i r s t  
exam f o r  t h e  B a c h e l o r ' s  d e g ree  i n  i 8 6 0 ,  which  c r e a t e d  a 
d e l i c a t e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  h i s  f a m i l y .  His g ran d m o th e r  con­
f e s s e d  t o  an a c q u a i n t a n c e  h e r  a n x i e t i e s  ab o u t  S t ^ p h a n e ' s  
s o c i a l  a d a p t a t i o n s  and  h i s  job  o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  I t  was de­
c i d e d  t h a t  t h e  young man would rem a in  w i t h  h i s  f a t h e r  and 
s t e p m o t h e r  i n  Sens t o  f i l l  a c l e r i c a l  p o s i t i o n  i n  a t a x  
c o l l e c t o r ' s  o f f i c e .  A l l  o f  t h i s  c o u ld  b u t  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  
g e n e r a l  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i th  h i s  s i t u a t i o n ;  he was v e r y  
s e n s i t i v e  and s t u d i o u s ,  p r e f e r r i n g  t o  be e n c l o s e d  w i t h  a 
book,  i n  t h e  company o f  t h e  g r e a t  p o e t s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  be 
engaged  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  h i s  f a m i l y .  H is  de­
s i r e  t o  make a  c a r e e r  o f  w r i t i n g  p o e t r y  met w i th  marked
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d i s a p p r o v a l  i n  h i s  f a m i l y .  H is  g ran d m o th e r  fo u n d  o c c a s i o n  
to  e x p r e s s  h e r  s t r o n g  d i s a p p r o v a l  o f  h i s  c o n d u c t ,  s p e a k i n g  
o f  h i s  " r e lV eh em e n t"  and recommending him to  t h e  p r a y e r s  
o f  a f r i e n d  i n  A p r i l  1861 ,  im p ly in g  t h a t  h i s  m o ra ls  gave  
h e r  c a u s e  f o r  c o n c e r n .  Mondor t h i n k s  t h i s  must have h e e n  
s im p ly  t h e  f a i l u r e  on h i s  p a r t  t o  o b s e rv e  c e r t a i n  r e l i g i o u s  
p r a c t i c e s .  F u r th e rm o re ,  M a l l a r m e ' s  tem peram ent a p p a r e n t l y  
o f f e n d e d  h i s  f a m i l y :  "On c o n t i n u e  a a p p e l e r  i n s o c i a b i l i t e
son goftt  du s i l e n c e ,  d e l i r e  s a  f e b r i l i t e  l y r i q u e ,  v a n i t e  
l ' e l a n  de son  §.me, debauche l a  f o r c e  de s e s  d e s i r s . " ' L^ I t  
i s  u n d o u b te d ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  he d i s c o v e r e d  l e s  F l e u r s  
du Mai i n  1861 ,  which  opened  up new p o e t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e s  
f o r  h im . Twice, how ever ,  h i s  volume o f  B a u d e l a i r e ' s  
p o e t r y  was c o n f i s c a t e d  by h i s  s t e p m o th e r  and f a t h e r  who 
c o n s i d e r e d  i t  u n s u i t a b l e  r e a d i n g  f o r  t h e  young man. H is  
g r a n d m o th e r  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  was a l s o  p r e s s u r i n g  him, even a s  
l a t e  a s  F e b r u a r y ,  1862,  t o  e n t e r  i n t o  a y e a r ' s  i n t e r n e s h i p  
i n - a  C a t h o l i c  s c h o o l ,  t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  which S tephane  
s t r o n g l y  r e j e c t e d .  B ut  more s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a n  a l l  o f  t h e s e  
f a c t o r s  was t h e  y o u t h ' s  own i n a b i l i t y  to  f i n d  s a t i s f a c t i o n  
i n  t h e  p o e t r y  he had  p ro d u c e d .  Even when h i s  poems had  
a p p e a r e d  i n  p u b l i c a t i o n ,  t h e y  were s t i l l  s u b j e c t  to  r e v i ­
s i o n :  "T e l  mot,  dans t e l  v e r s ,  l u i  semble f a u t i f ,  t e l
ry th m e ,  dans t e l l e  s t r o p h e ,  n e g l i g e ,  t e l l e  r e m i n i s c e n c e ,
15b a u d e l a i r i e n n e  ou b a n v i l l e s q u e ,  l ' h u m i l i e . "  Even i n  
1862, t h e  f i r s t  y e a r  i n  which  h i s  p o e t r y  was p u b l i s h e d ,
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t h i s  was t h e  c a s e .  "Le Guignon" was s u b j e c t e d  t o  s e r i o u s  
r e v i s i o n ,  t h e  f i n a l  v e r s i o n  b e i n g  a t t a i n e d  o n ly  i n  1887:
"Le Sonneur"  was r e v i s e d  u n t i l  a f i n a l  v e r s i o n  a p p e a re d  i n  
1866, r e t a i n i n g  o n ly  f o u r  l i n e s  unchanged  from th e  o r i g i ­
n a l .  The f i r s t  s p r i n g t i m e  he  s p e n t  a s  a p u b l i s h e d  p o e t  
was c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by  t h e  b a s i c  to r m e n t  t h a t  would c h a r a c ­
t e r i z e  h i s  whole l i f e t i m e .
Michaud c o n t e n d s  t h a t  i t  " i s  e a s y  to  e x p l a i n  t h i s  
im potence  by r e c a l l i n g  t h e  e x c e s s i v e  demands t h e  p o e t  made
1 fton h i s  a r t . "  A l th o u g h  t h e  main body o f  h i s  c r i t i c a l
w r i t i n g s  r e v e a l i n g  a  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of
h i s  a r t  d a t e s  from a  much l a t e r  p e r i o d ,  t h e r e  i s  c o n c r e t e
ev id e n c e  t h a t  M al la rm e  i s  l a b o r i n g  a t  l e n g t h  and a g o n i z i n g
over  h i s  poems a t  t h i s  e a r l y  p o i n t  i n  h i s  c a r e e r .  Witness
t h i s  l e t t e r  t o  C a z a l i s  i n  June  o f  1862;
Tu r i r a s  p e u t - £ t r e  de ma manie des s o n n e t s — non, c a r  
t u  en a s  f a i t  de d e l i c i e u x — mais  p o u r  moi c ' e s t  un 
g r a n d  poeme en p e t i t ;  l e s  q u a t r a i n s  e t  l e s  t e r c e t s  
me s e m b le n t  des  c h a n t s  e n t i e r s ,  e t  j e  p a s s e  p a r f o i s  
t r o i s  j o u r s  a en  e q u i l i b r e r  d ' a v a n c e  l e s  p a r t i e s ,  p o u r  
que l e  t o u t  s o i t  ha rm o n ieu x  e t  s ' a p p r o c h e  du B e a u . i ?
T h is  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  fo rm  must be  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  so l i t t l e  was w r i t t e n  by M allarme i n  th e  p e r i o d  
from 1861 t o  1862 .  H is  l i t e r a r y  p r o d u c t i o n  f o r  t h i s  p e ­
r i o d  numbers some tw e l v e  t o  f i f t e e n  poems which  have b een  
d a t e d  by Mondor and Je an -A u b ry  i n  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n  o f  
M a l l a r m e ' s  Oeuvres  C o m p le t e s . Most o f  t h e s e  a r e  l i g h t e r  
p o e t r y ,  f a l l i n g  i n t o  t h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  " p i e c e s  de c i r c o n -  
s t a n c e , "  and form a  m arked  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  t h e  t h r e e  o r  f o u r
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of  t h e  g ro u p  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h o s e  l o f t i e r  and more a b i d i n g  
c o n c e r n s  w hich  form t h e  n u c l e u s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y .  I t  m ust  he 
r e c a l l e d  t h a t  i t  was i n  Sep tem ber  o f  t h i s  y e a r  t h a t  he pub­
l i s h e d  h i s  e s s a y  " L 'A r t  p o u r  t o u s "  i n  w hich  he o f f e r s  a  
f i r s t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  M al la rm ean  e s t h e t i c ,  an e s t h e t i c  
o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c ,  h e n c e  d i f f i c u l t ,  a r t — h e r m e t i c  i n  th e  
s e n s e  t h a t  i t  was a d d r e s s e d  t o  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  e l i t e .
The y e a r  1863 was an  u n p r o d u c t i v e  one i n  te rm s  o f  
t h e  number o f  poems w r i t t e n .  Three poems and one p r o s e  
poem form  t h e  t o t a l  o f  h i s  p o e t i c  l e g a c y  f o r  t h a t  y e a r ,  
y e t  i f  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  a d v e r s i t y  f o s t e r s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  
a c c o m p l i s h m e n ts  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f  a r t ,  t h e  axiom was n o t  ap­
p l i c a b l e  i n  t h i s  c a s e .  T h is  was a y e a r  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f i l l e d  
w i th  a n g u i s h  f o r  h im. H is  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  M arie  G erh a rd  
r e m a in e d  e s p e c i a l l y  u n s e t t l e d ,  and a so u rc e  o f  c o n s t a n t  
f r u s t r a t i o n  u n t i l  he f i n a l l y  d e c id e d  t o  m arry  h e r  i n  A u g u s t .  
But 110 t r a c e  o f  t h e s e  p e r s o n a l  t r o u b l e s  a p p e a r s  i n  h i s  work, 
which p ro m p ts  Mondor t o  comment: "Quels  que s o i e n t  l e s  de­
c e p t i o n s  e t  l e s  d e c h i r e m e n t s  q u i  1 1a f f l i g e r o n t , r i e n  n e  
p a s s e r a  dans  son o e u v r e .  Nul p o k te  n ' a  deda igne  avec p l u s  
de h a u t e u r ,  moins de r e t a r d ,  e t  s a n s  aucune r e c h e r c h e  d 1im­
p a s s i b i l i t y  ou d ' i n h u m a n i t y , 1 ' u t i l i s a t i o n  l i t t y r a i r e  des  
c a p r i c e s  de s a  v i e  e t  l e s  e f f u s i o n s  de l a  d o u le u r  p e r s o n -  
n e l l e . 1,18
I n  a l e t t e r  t o  C a z a l i s ,  d a t e d  June  3> 1863> M alla rm e 
s u b m i t s  f o r  h i s  f r i e n d ' s  e v a l u a t i o n  a lm o s t  a l l  o f  h i s
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p o e t r y  w r i t t e n  i n  t h a t  y e a r :  two poems, one e n t i t l e d  "Les
F e n S t r e s , "  and t h e  o t h e r  " L 'A s s a u t , "  w hich  was t o  he r e ­
named "Le C h a tea u  de l ' e s p e r a n c e "  i n  i t s  d e f i n i t i v e  v e r ­
s i o n .  At t h e  same t im e  M allarme p r o v i d e s  t h e  most s i g n i f i ­
c a n t  commentary t o  d a t e  c o n c e r n in g  h i s  t h o u g h t s  abou t  t h e  
I d e a l .  Remarking  upon t h e  f a c i l i t y  w i t h  which  a p o e t  
f r i e n d ,  Emmanuel des  E s s a r t s ,  p ro d u ces  h i s  works ,  M allarme 
w r i t e s :
T o u t e f o i s ,  j ' a i m e r a i s  mieux r e d i g e r  b i e n  des a c t e s  
d 'a v o u e  que des a r t i c l e s  f a i t s  en v u e  de q u e lq u es  
p i e c e s - d e  c e n t  s o u s .  J e  t r o u v e  qu'Emmanuel se  f a i t  
beaucoup  de t o r t  en  se  l a i s s a n t  a l l e r  h. l a  g ran d e  f a -  
c i l i t e :  i l  commet t r o p  a i s e m e n t  de c e s  s o r t e s  de pages  
b r i l l a n t e s  e t  v i d e s .
I I  co n fo n d  t r o p  1 ' I d e a l  avec  l e  r e e l .  La s o t t i s e  d 'u n  
p o e t e  moderne a  e t e  j u s q u ' a  se d e s o l e r  que " l 1A c t io n  
ne f f t t  p a s  l a  s o e u r  de R&ve." Emmanuel e s t  de ceux 
q u i  r e g r e t t e n t  c e l a .  Mon D ieu ,  s ' i l  en £ t a i t  a u t r e m e n t ,  
s i  l e  RSve £ t a i t  a i n s i  d e f l o r e  e t  a b a i s s e ,  ou done nous 
s a u v e r i o n s - n o u s , n o u s  a u t r e s  m a lh eu reu x  que l a  t e r r e  
dego&te e t  q u i  n ' a v o n s  c^ue l e  RSve pou r  r e f u g e ?  0 mon 
H e n r i ,  a b r e u v e - t o i  d ' I d e a l .  Le b o n h eu r  d ' i c i - b a s  e s t  
i g n o b l e — i l  f a u t  a v o i r  l e s  m ains  b i e n  c a l l e u s e s  pour  
l e  r a m a s s e r .  D i r e  " j e  s u i s  h e u re u x "  e ' e s t  d i r e  " j e  
s u i s  l&che"  e t  p l u s  s o u v e n t  " j e  s u i s  n i a i s . "  Car i l  
f a u t  ne p a s  v o i r  a u - d e s s u s  de ce p l a f o n d  de bonheur  l e  
c i e l  de 1 ' I d e a l  ou f e r m e r  l e s  yeux e x p r e s . ^ 9
The two poems s u b m i t t e d  w i t h  t h e  l e t t e r  dev e lo p  th e  theme
e x p r e s s e d  w i t h  su ch  c o n v i c t i o n  i n  th e  above  p a s s a g e ,  a
theme v e r y  c l o s e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h a t  o f  im po tence ,  i . e . ,
t h e  d e s i r e  t o  e s c a p e .  I n  b o t h  o f  t h e s e  poems an I d e a l  i s
so u g h t ;  i n  n e i t h e r  i s  i t  a t t a i n e d .  M al la rm e p r o v id e s  h i s
own commentary t o  t h e  poem "Le .Chateau de l ' e s p e r a n c e "  i n
t h i s  same l e t t e r :
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D'une c h e v e l u r e ,  q u i  a f a i t  n a i t r e  en mon c e rv e a u  
l ' i d e e  d 'u n  d r a p e a u ,  mon c o e u r ,  p r i s  d 'u n e  a r d e u r  m i l i -  
t a i r e ,  s ' e l a n c e  a  t r a v e r s  d ' a f f r e u x  p a y s a g e s  e t  va  a s -  
s i e g e r  l e  c h a t e a u  f o r t  de l ' e s p e r a n c e  p o u r  y p l a n t e r  
c e t  e t e n d a r d  d ' o r  f i n .  Mais l ' i n s e n s £ ,  a p r e s  ce co u r t ,  
moment de f o l i e ,  a p e r 9 o i t  1 ' E s p e r a n c e - q u i  n ' e s t  q u 'u n e  
s o r t e  de s p e c t r e  v o i l e  e t  s t e r i l e . 20
T h is  i s  th e  i d e a  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e :  "Ta pgtle
c h e v e l u r e  o n d o i e /  Parm i  l e s  pa r fum s de t a  p e a u /  Comme f o -  
19,tre  un b l a n c  d r a p e a u /  Dont l a  s o i e  au s o l e i l  b l o n d o i e . "  
( 1 1 .  1 - 4 )  The p o e t ' s  n e e d  f o r  e sca p e  i s  d e v e lo p e d  i n  t h e  
second  s t r o p h e ,  w h e re ,  e x t e n d i n g  th e  m i l i t a r y  im agery ,  t h e  
p o e t ' s  sobs a r e  b e a t i n g  t h e  drums, o n ly  t o  have  them de­
s t r o y e d  by t h e  w e ig h t  o f  h i s  t e a r s :  "Las de b a t t r e  dans
l e s  s a n g l o t s /  L 'A i r  d ' u n  tam bour  que l ' e a u  d e f o n c e , /  Mon 
co e u r  a  son p a s s e  r e n o n c e /  E t ,  d e r o u l a n t  t a  t r e s s e  en
f l o t s  " (1 1 .  5 -8)  R e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  h i s  p a s t  i n d i c a t e s
t h e  e s c a p e ;  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  h i s  e scape  i s  to w a rd  Hope.
The l a t t e r ,  however,  t u r n s  o u t  t o  be a " . . . . s o m b r e  c h a t e a u  
de c u i v r e /  Ou l a r m o y a n t  de n o n c h a l o i r , /  1 'E s p e r a n c e  r e -  
b r o u s s e  e t  l i s s e /  Sans q u 'u n  a s t r e  p§ile j a i l l i s s e /  La N u i t  
n o i r e  comme un c h a t  n o i r . "  ( 1 1 .  12 -16)  The image chosen  
t o  convey t h e  i d e a  o f  s t e r i l i t y  and t h e  d e n i a l  o f  hope i s  
da rk  and b r o o d in g ,  c a u g h t  i n  i t s  own u s e l e s s  b a c k -a n d -  
f o r t h  movement t h a t  g o es  n o w h e re .  The b l a c k  n i g h t  i s  
l i k e n e d  to  a  b l a c k  c a t ,  w h ich  Hope i s  s t r o k i n g  much as  one 
would c a r e s s  a p e t .  R a t h e r  t h a n  a t t a c k  o r  d e s t r o y  th e  
n i g h t ,  Hope, ca u g h t  up  i n  an a u r a  o f  n o n c h a l o i r , a p p e a r s  
t o  be m o l l i f y i n g  i t  i n s t e a d .  But Hope i s  p r e y  to  t h e  same
44
a n x i e t i e s  w hich  b e s e t  t h e  p o e t - e s c a p e e . Ennui i s  r e v e a l e d  
th r o u g h  th e  c i r c u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  movement o f  p e t t i n g  and ca ­
r e s s i n g  t h i s  b l a c k - c a t  n i g h t ;  f r u s t r a t i o n  and a n x i e t y  s u r ­
f a c e  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Hope i s  w eep ing .  The n e g a t i v e  a t t i ­
tu d e  o f  Hope i s  r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  no s t a r ,  
however p a l e ,  emerges t o  push  back  t h e  b l a c k n e s s  o f  n i g h t .  
The d a r k n e s s  o f  t h i s  f i n a l  s c e n e ,  and t h e  i n c e s s a n t ,  mo­
n o to n o u s  a c t i o n ,  p r o v i d e  v i v i d  c o n t r a s t  i n  c o l o r  and move­
ment w i t h  t h e  f i r s t  segm ent  o f  t h e  poem. A gain ,  a s  i n  
"Le Sonneur"  and " l e  G u ig n o n , " t h e r e  i s  a  p r o g r e s s i o n  from 
l i g h t  t o  d a rk  i n  t h e  poem. The e scap e  i s  t h w a r t e d .  The 
o b j e c t  which  s e r v e d  a s  a p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e  f o r  t h i s  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  t h r u s t  was an e r o t i c  one, a s t r a n d  of  h a i r .  
Here ,  a s  i n  s u b s e q u e n t  poems, t h e  p o e t  f i n d s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  
no e s c a p e  th r o u g h  e r o t i c i s m .
What r e m a in s  l a r g e l y  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h i s  poem o f  de­
s p a i r  i s  made v e r y  e x p l i c i t  i n  "Les F e n S t r e s . "  T h is  poem, 
a f i n e  example o f  c l a s s i c  b a l a n c e  i n  which  an a n a lo g y  i s  
e s t a b l i s h e d  be tw een  " l e  m or ibond  s u r n o i s "  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
f i v e  q u a t r a i n s  and t h e  i d e a l i s t i c  p o e t  i n  t h e  r e m a in in g  
f i v e  q u a t r a i n s ,  s p e a k s  o f  e s c ap e  on two l e v e l s :  f o r  th e
dying  man, t h e  e s c a p e  l o n g e d  f o r  i s  on a more p h y s i c a l  
p l a n e — away from  t h e  g r im n e s s  o f  h i s  h o s p i t a l - b e d  d e a th -  
r e a l i t y ,  to w a rd  t h e  s u n s e t  and h i s  v i s i o n  o f  g o ld e n  g a l ­
l e y s ,  where dream and l i f e  a r e  one.  The p o ig n an cy  of  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  i s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  o f  c o u r s e  no e s c a p e .  For  t h e
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p o e t ,  how ever ,  e sca p e  i s  on a  more e s t h e t i c  p l a n e .  He 
s e e k s  h e r e  to o  to  t u r n  h i s  h ack  on l i f e  and f i n d  some s o r t  
o f  e s c a p e  i n  t h e  window p a n e s ,  i n  r e a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  ma­
t e r i a l i t y  o f  l i f e .  He s p e a k s  o f  a  "degoClt de l 'homme & 
l'§Lme d u r e , /  V a u t r l  dans l e  b o n h e u r ,  ou s e s  s e u l s  a p p e t i t s
m a n g en t  " (1 1 .  21 -23)  The p o e t ' s  f l i g h t  i s  d e f i n e d  i n
t h e  f o l l o w i n g  manner: " J e  f u i s  e t  j e  m 'a c c r o c h e  a t o u t e s
l e s  c r o i s e e s /  D 'ou 1 ' on t o u r n e  l ' e p a u l e  a l a  v i e ,  e t ,  
b e n i , /  Dans l e u r  v e r r e ,  l a v e  d ' e t e r n e l l e s  r o s e e s , /  Que 
dore  l e  m a t in  c h a s t e  de 1 ' I n f i n i  " ( l l .  25-28)  R e a c t ­
in g  a g a i n s t  m a t e r i a l i t y  and  p l e n i t u d e ,  he f i n d s  t r a n s c e n -  
dance m o m e n ta r i ly  by means o f  t h e s e  window panes  w hich  
a l lo w  t h e  eye t o  f o l l o w  th r o u g h  to  t h e  a z u r e  beyond .  T h is  
t r a n s c e n d a n c e  i s  d e f i n e d  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s t r o p h e :  "Je  me
m ire  e t  me v o i s  ange!  e t  j e  m eurs ,  e t  j 1a i m e /  — Que l a  
v i t r e  s o i t  l ' a r t ,  s o i t  l a  m y s t i c i t e — /  A r e n a i t r e ,  p o r t a n t  
mon r§ v e  en d i a d e m e , /  Au c i e l  a n t e r i e u r  ou f l e u r i t  l a  
b e a u t e . "  (1 1 .  29-32) J u s t  a s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  
poem t h e  d y ing  man h a d  p e r c e i v e d  th r o u g h  t h e  window v i ­
s i o n s  o f  g o ld e n  g a l l e y s  l y i n g  i n  t h e  sun ,  t h e  p o e t  now 
p e r c e i v e s  h i s  own r e f l e c t i o n ,  which he c o n t e m p l a t e s ,  and 
he becomes an a n g e l  i n  t h a t  r e f l e c t i o n ,  which  t r a n s l a t e s  
h i s  t r a n s c e n d a n c e .  The p o e t  t h e n  d i e s ,  i . e . ,  t o  t h e  w o r ld  
o f  m a t e r i a l  t h i n g s  and o f  b a s e  a p p e t i t e s  w hich  d i s g u s t  h im. 
He i s  p l e a s u r a b l y  r e s u s c i t a t e d  i n  a  p r o c e s s  which he now 
e q u a te s  w i t h  a r t  and w i t h  m y s t i c i s m ,  a s  i f  to  say  t h a t
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t h i s  p r o c e s s  o f  r e b i r t h  comes t h r o u g h  b o t h  t h e s e  av e n u es ,  
j u s t  a s  i t  has  done so m o m e n ta r i l y  i n  t h e  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  
h i m s e l f  i n  th e  p a n e s .  I n  h i s  r e b i r t h ,  t h e  dream h a s  b e ­
come a  crown, symbol o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  g l o r y ,  h i s  s a c r e . S ig ­
n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h i s  r e b i r t h  i s  e f f e c t e d  i n  an a n t e r i o r  sky ,  
i . e . ,  t h e  pu re  s t a t e  f rom w hich  t h e  p o e t  was f o r c e d  t o  
i s s u e  by a c c i d e n t  o f  b i r t h ,  and t o  assume human fo rm .  As 
in  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  poem d e a l i n g  w i t h  th e  d y ing  man, 
however,  t h e r e  i s  no e s c a p e .  J u s t  as  t h e  g a l l e y s  t h e  
fo rm er  had  p e r c e i v e d  were  l a d e n  w i th  memory, t h e  t r a n s c e n ­
dance o f  t h e  p o e t  comes t o  an end: "Mais,  h e l a s !  i c i - b a s
e s t  m a l t r e :  s a  h a n t i s e /  V i e n t  m 'e c o e u r e r  p a r f o i s  j .u sq u 'e n
c e t  a b r i  s t i r , /  E t  l e  vo m issem e n t  impur  de l a  B § t i s e /  Me 
f o r c e  a me b o u ch e r  l e  nez  d e v a n t  l ' a z u r . "  (1 1 .  33-36)  The 
w or ld  o f  m a t e r i a l  r e a l i t y  i n t r u d e s  upon h i s  t r a n s c e n d a n c e ,  
as  th o u g h  th e  p anes  o f  g l a s s  p e r s i s t e d  n o t  on ly  i n  r e ­
f l e c t i n g  h i s  own a n g e l i s m  b u t  t h e  r e a l  w o r ld  as  w e l l .  The 
" a b r i  s t i r"  i s  t h e  'w o r ld  o f  t r a n s c e n d a n c e  t h a t  he h a s  en­
t e r e d ;  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  r e a l  ( w i t h  i t s  "vom issem ent 
impur de l a  B § t i s e " )  i n  t h i s  p u re  haven  f o r c e s  him t o  h o l d  
h i s  n o se  l e s t  he be overwhelmed by n a u s e a  a s  he contem­
p l a t e s  t h e  I d e a l .
S in ce  t r a n s c e n d a n c e  h a s  been  momentary, s i n c e  he 
to o  i s  s u b j e c t  t o  human f o i b l e  and f a i l u r e ,  he must f i n d  
a n o t h e r  avenue o f  e s c a p e :  " E s t - i l  moyen, ti Moi q u i  con-
n a i s  l ' a m e r t u m e , /  D 'e n f o n c e r  l e  c r i s t a l  p a r  l e  m o n s t re
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i n s u l t e /  E t  de m ' e n f u i r ,  avec  mes deux a i l e s  s a n s  p lu m e /
— Au r i s q u e  de tom ber  pen d an t  l ' e t e r n i t e ? "  ( 1 1 .  37-40)
The p o e t  l o n g s  f o r  a way o f  b r e a k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  g l a s s ,  
which  r e f l e c t s  n o t  o n ly  h i s  dream b u t  t h e  m o n s t r e  o f  " i c i -  
b a s " ,  o f  " 1 ' homme. . . .  v a u t r e  dans l e  b o n h e u r , "  of  " c e t t e  
o r d u re "  t h a t  i s  m a t e r i a l i t y .  He w is h e s  t o  f l e e ,  t o  t a k e  
f l i g h t  a c t u a l l y ,  w i t h  h i s  f e a t h e r l e s s  w in g s — t o  p r o j e c t  
h i m s e l f  b i r d - l i k e  i n t o  t h i s  a z u r  which  b e c k o n s  beyond t h e  
p a n e s .  But he  i s  k e e n ly  aware o f  h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s ;  h i s  
w in g s ,  f e a t h e r l e s s ,  do n o t  have th e  bu o y an cy  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  
s u s t a i n i n g  f l i g h t .  There i s  a l s o  an i m p o r t a n t  second  
m ean ing :  t h e  image o f  th e  p o e t  w i t h o u t  t h e  pen ( s a n s
p lum e) ,  t h e  p o e t  who ca n n o t  g iv e  e x p r e s s i o n  t o  what he 
f e e l s .  F l i g h t  (and  i t  must be n o t e d  t h a t  f l i g h t  i s  a f r e ­
q u en t  symbol f o r  t h e  c r e a t i v e  e l a n  i n  h i s  l a t e r  p o e t r y )  
u n d e r  t h e s e  c o n d i t i o n s  of  in a d e q u a c y  i n v o l v e s  a  s e r i o u s  
r i s k ,  t h a t  o f  f a l l i n g  th ro u g h o u t  e t e r n i t y ,  t h e  p o e t  h a v in g  
r e m a in e d  in c a p a b l e  o f  a t t a i n i n g  h i s  I d e a l ,  o f  e x p r e s s i n g  
h i s  v i s i o n ,  and t h u s  f a l l i n g  s h o r t  o f  t h e  a b s o l u t e  which 
d e r i v e s  f rom  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  an im m o r ta l  work o f  a r t .  The 
poem ends on a humble and d e f e a t e d  n o t e .  T h i s  a t t e m p t  to  
e s c a p e ,  a s  in d e e d  any o t h e r ,  i s  a  f u t i l e  p r o c e s s .  By t r y ­
in g  t o  b r e a k  away from one p o l a r  p o s i t i o n  t o  p r o j e c t  him­
s e l f  to w ard  th e  o t h e r ,  away from th e  R e a l  to w a rd  th e  I d e a l ,  
t h r o u g h  t h e  smashing  o f  t h e  g l a s s ,  t h e  p o e t  would p e rh a p s  
f a l l  v i c t i m  to  an even worse  f a t e  t h a n  t h e  one he
48
p r e s e n t l y  l a m e n t s .
By t h e  end o f  1863> M alla rm e h a s  wed M aria  G erha rd ,  
o b t a i n e d  a d ip lom a f o r  h i s  s t u d y  o f  t h e  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e ,  
and r e c e i v e d  an a p p o in tm e n t  a s  a t e a c h e r  o f  E n g l i s h  i n  a 
l y c e e  i n  Tournon, where he a r r i v e d  i n  December.  H ere ,  as  
he e n t e r e d  i n t o  one of  t h e  m os t  a n g u i s h e d  p e r i o d s  o f  h i s  
l i f e ,  he r e a l i z e d  one o f  t h e  m ost  p r o d u c t i v e  y e a r s  o f  h i s  
e n t i r e  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r .  When he a r r i v e d  i n  Tournon w i t h  a 
new b r i d e ,  a new p r o f e s s i o n ,  and h i g h  h o p es  f o r  a s u c c e s s ­
f u l  new l i f e ,  he was i l l - p r e p a r e d  f o r  what he was t o  f i n d  
t h e r e .  High hopes  were q u i c k l y  d a sh ed ,  a s  h i s  c o r r e s p o n ­
dence a t t e s t s ,  by d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  w i t h  t h e  c l i m a t e  o f  T our-  
non and t h e  rheum at ism  i t  b r o u g h t ,  w i t h  h i s  p o s i t i o n  which  
to o k  so much of  h i s  t im e and o f f e r e d  so  l i t t l e  rew a rd ,  
w i t h  t h e  l o d g i n g  which was c o l d  and  u n i n v i t i n g ,  w i t h  t h e  
p e o p le  f o r  whom he d ev e lo p ed  a  g r e a t  d i s t a s t e .  A b r i e f  
e x c e r p t  from a l e t t e r  t o  A l b e r t  C o l l i g n o n  w r i t t e n  a lm o s t  
im m e d ia te ly  upon h i s  a r r i v a l  p r o v i d e s  ample t e s t im o n y  t o  
h i s  p ro fo u n d  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t :  " . . . . m a i s  i c i  j e  ne veux
c o n n a i t r e  p e r s o n n e .  Les h a b i t a n t s  du n o i r  v i l l a g e  ou j e  
s u i s  e x i l e  v i v e n t  dans une i n t i m i t e  t r o p  t o u c h a n t e  avec 
l e s  p o r e s  pour  que j e  ne l e s  a i e  en h o r r e u r .  Le cochon
21e s t  i c i  1 ' e s p r i t  de l a  m a iso n  comme l e  c h a t  a u t r e  p a r t . "
In  e a r l y  J a n u a ry  o f  1864 a n o t h e r  o f  h i s  l e t t e r s  t o  a 
f r i e n d  began  w i th  an ap o lo g y  f o r  t h e  d e l a y  i n  w r i t i n g ,  
c o n t e n d i n g ,  " . . .  que je  me s u i s  t r o p  ennuye d e p u i s  un mois
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n  o
pour  ne p as  a v o i r  h o r r e u r  de ma p lu m e  " Yet M allarm e
shook h i m s e l f  from t h i s  t o r p o r  t o  f i n i s h  " L 'A z u r , "  which  
r e m a in s  t h e  c l a s s i c  s t a t e m e n t  on t h e  p o e t ' s  o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  
s t e r i l i t y .  He t e l l s  C a z a l i s  i n  a  l e t t e r  what t h i s  poem h a s  
c o s t  him i n  te rm s  of  p h y s i c a l  and  p s y c h i c a l  e n e r g i e s  ex­
pended:
J e  l ' a i  t r a v a i l l e  ce s  d e r n i e r s  j o u r s ,  e t  j e  ne t e  c a -  
c h e r a i  pas  q u ' i l - m ' a  donne i n f i n i m e n t  de mal— o u t r e  
q u ' a v a n t  de p r e n d r e  l a  plume, i l  f a l l a i t  pour  conque-  
r i r  un moment de l u c i d i t e  p a r f a i t e ,  t e r r a s s e r  ma n a v -  
r a n t e  im p u i s s a n c e .  I I  m 'a  donne b ea u co u p  de mal,  
p a r c e  que b a n n i s s a n t  m i l l e  g r a c i e u s e t e s  l y r i q u e s  e t  
beaux  v e r s  qu i  h a n t a i e n t  incessam m en t  ma c e r v e l l e ,  
j ' a i  v o u l u  r e s t e r  im p la c a b le m e n t  dans  mon s u j e t .  J e  
t e  j u r e  q u ' i l  n 'y. a pas  un mot q u i  ne m ' a i t  coftt£ p l u -  
s i e u r s  h e u r e s  de r e c h e r c h e ,  e t  que l e  p r e m ie r  mot,  q u i  
r e v § t  l a  p r e m ie re  i d e e ,  o u t r e  q u ' i l  t e n d  lu i-m^me a  
1 ' e f f e t  g e n e r a l  du poeme, s e r t  e n c o r e  a p r e p a r e r  l e  
d e r n i e r .  L ' e f f e t  p r o d u i t , s a n s  une d i s s o n a n c e ,  s a n s  
une f i o r i t u r e ,  m£me a d o r a b l e ,  q u i  d i s t r a i t , — v o i l a  ce 
que j e  c h e r c h e .2 3
As Mallarme i n d i c a t e d ,  t h e  poem opens w i th  t h e  i d e a  
o f  1 ' a z u r . "He l ' e t e r n e l  a z u r  l a  s e r e i n e  i r o n i e /  A ccab le  
..../ Le p o e t e  i m p u i s s a n t . . . . "  j u s t  a s  i t  t e r m i n a t e s  w i t h  
t h a t  a n g u i s h e d  c ry  so c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  M allarm ^ ' .s  
q u e s t  f o r  t h e  I d e a l :  " Je  s u i s  h a n t e .  L 'A z u r !  L 'A zu r!
L 'A z u r !  L 'A z u r ! "  The a z u r e  h e r e  i s  s e r e n e l y  i r o n i c ,  s e r v ­
in g  o n ly  t o  h e i g h t e n  t h e  p o e t ' s  a w a re n e s s  o f  t h e  p i t i f u l  
i n a d e q u a c y  o f  h i s  e f f o r t s ,  o f  h i s  f e e b l e  p o t e n t i a l  to  com­
p re h en d  and g iv e  e x p r e s s i o n  to  t h e  I d e a l .  The p o e t ' s  ge ­
n i u s  i s  i n  a se n se  what  b r i n g s  u n h a p p i n e s s  h e r e  b e c a u s e  i t  
i s  i n a d e q u a t e  to  t h e  v i s i o n :  "He l ' e t e r n e l  a z u r  l a  s e r e i n e
i r o n i e /  A cc a b le ,  b e l l e  indolemment comme l e s  f l e u r s , /  Le
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p o e te  i m p u i s s a n t  q u i  m a u d i t  son g e n i e /  A t r a v e r s  un d e s e r t  
s t e r i l e  de D o u l e u r s . "  ( 1 1 .  1 - 4 )  The g aze  o f  1 1a z u r  i s  un­
b e a r a b l e ;  f l i g h t  i s  n e c e s s a r y .  But f l i g h t  w here?  Having 
no haven  t o  f l e e  t o ,  he s e e k s  a s c r e e n  t o  b lo c k  o f f  1 1a z u r  
from v ie w ,  a s c r e e n  o f  fo g :  " B r o u i l l a r d s , montez!  V ersez
vos  c e n d r e s  m o n o to n e s /  Avec de l o n g s  h a i l l o n s  de brume 
dans l e s  c i e u x /  Qui n o i e r a  l e  m a ra i s  l i v i d e  des  a u to m n e s /  
E t  b & t i s s e z  un g r a n d  p l a f o n d  s i l e n c i e u x . "  ( 1 1 .  9 -1 2 )  He 
in v o k e s  h i s  Ennui t o  r i s e  from i t s  L e th e a n  d e p th s  and 
c l o s e  o f f  w i t h  mud and r e e d s  t h e  h o l e s  t h a t  b i r d s  make i n  
t h e  s c r e e n  t h a t  he h as  e r e c t e d ,  t h r o u g h  w hich  1 1a z u r  i s  
q u ic k  t o  f i l t e r .  In  an immense e f f o r t  o f  w i l l ,  as  th ough  
i n  t h e  hope t h a t  by p r o c l a i m i n g  i t  so ,  i t  w i l l  be so ,  he 
p ro n o u n ces  t h e  heav en s  dead: "Le C i e l  e s t  m o r t .  — Vers
t o i ,  j ' a c c o u r s !  donne, 5 m a t i e r e , /  L ' o u b l i  de 1 ' I d e a l  
c r u e l  e t  du P e c h e /  A ce m a r t y r  q u i  v i e n t  p a r t a g e r  l a  l i -  
t i e r e /  Ou l e  b e t a i l  h e u reu x  des hommes e s t  c o u c h e . . . . "
(1 1 .  21 -24)  I n c a p a b l e  o f  co p in g  w i t h  1 1a z u r , he  p ro p o s e s  
to  t u r n  t o  t h e  m a t e r i a l  w o r ld ,  t h e  m o n s t r e  d e c r i e d  i n  "Les 
E e n S t r e s , "  i n  o r d e r  to  f i n d  r e l e a s e  f rom  h i s  n o t i o n  o f  t h e  
I d e a l  and o f  S in ,  t h a t  avowal o f  human f a l l i b i l i t y  which  
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  h i s  i n e r t i a  t o o .  There  t h e  v u l g a r  h e r d  o f  
man f i n d s  c o n te n tm e n t ,  and he hopes  t o  c o n t i n u e  to  e x i s t  
t h e r e  u n t i l  d e a th  f i n a l l y  o v e r t a k e s  him: "Lugubrement
b & i l l e r  v e r s  un t r ^ p a s  o b s c u r . "  ( l .  28) S in c e  by an a c t  
o f  w i l l  he h a s  a b o l i s h e d  t h e  heavens  ( o r  so he t h i n k s ) ,
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he f e e l s  h i s  mind i s  now e m p t ie d  o f  t h e  dream, t h a t  i t  w i l l  
c e a s e  t o  p robe  i n t o  t h e  m y s t e r i e s  o f  t h e  I d e a l :  " . . . m a
c e r v e l l e  v i d e e /  . . . . n ' a  p l u s  1 '  a r t  d ' a t t i f e r  l a  s a n g l o t a n t e  
i d e e  " ( 1 1 .  25-27)  But a s  was t h e  c a s e  w i t h  t h e  ephem­
e r a l  s c r e e n  he so u g h t  t o  c o n s t r u c t ,  t h i s  a c t  o f  w i l l  i s  i n ­
e f f e c t u a l :  "En v a i n !  L 'A z u r  t r io m p h e ,  e t  j e  l ' e n t e n d s  q u i
c h a n t e /  Dans l e s  c l o c h e s .  Mon Sme, i l  s e  f a i t  v o ix  pou r  
p l u s /  Nous f a i r e  p eu r  avec  s a  v i c t o i r e  m ^ c h a n t e , /  E t  du 
m e ta l  v i v a n t  s o r t  en b l e u s  a n g e l u s . "  ( 1 1 .  29 -32)  As i n  
"Le S o n n e u r , "  t h e  b e l l  h a s  become th e  v o i c e  o f  1 1A zu r , as  
th e  h a n t i s e  i s  now f e d  by a u d i t o r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  v i s u a l  
im a g e ry .  The sound r o l l s  t h r o u g h  t h e  s c r e e n  o f  f o g  con­
s t r u c t e d  e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  poem, p i e r c i n g  t o  t h e  p o e t ’ s v e r y  
s o u l :  " . . . . e t  t r a v e r s e /  Ta n a t i v e  a g o n i e  a i n s i  q u 'u n
g l a i v e  s Q r . "  (1 1 .  33-34) The symbol o f  t h e  sword fo u n d  i n  
"Le Guignon" r e c u r s ,  no l o n g e r  b r a n d i s h e d  by an a n g e l ,  t h e  
i n s t r u m e n t  o f  1 1a z u r , b u t  by  1 1a z u r  i t s e l f .  The poem ends 
w i t h  t h e  t o r t u r e d  o u t c r y  q u o te d  above .  H ere ,  as  i n  "Les 
F e n e t r e s , "  f l i g h t  i s  t h e  f i r s t  im p u l s e ,  b u t  a g a in  t h e r e  i s  
no e s c a p e .
There  i s  s t r o n g  em phas is  on e m p t in e s s  i n  t h i s  poem, 
an e m p t in e s s  which  t r a n s l a t e s  an e t a t  d '§me o f  th e  p o e t .
His  s o u l  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  empty i n  t h e  second  s t a n z a ;  
i n  t h e  s e v e n t h ,  i t  i s  h i s  b r a i n  which  h a s  b ee n  em p t ie d  of  
i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  d e c o r a t e  " l a  s a n g l o t a n t e  i d e e . "  I n  t h i s  
v a c a n t  s t a t e  i t  r e s e m b le s  an  empty p a i n t  can  s t a n d i n g  a t
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t h e  b a s e  o f  a w a l l  w h ich ,  by i t s  need  o f  p a i n t ,  o n ly  drama­
t i z e s  t h e  em p t in e s s  o f  t h e  can .  This  e m p t in e s s  i s  an ob­
v i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  d i s c o u ra g e m e n t  b e f o r e  th e  
e n o r m i ty  o f  t h e  t a s k  he f e e l s  i s  h i s .  E m p t in ess  c h a r a c ­
t e r i z e s  t h i s  w o r ld  t o o ,  which  i s  te rm ed  h e r e  "un d e s e r t  
s t e r i l e  de D o u leu rs"  a g a i n s t  which t h e  p o e t ' s  g e n i u s  s t a n d s  
i n  i m p o t e n t  r e l i e f .  The e t e r n a l  a z u re  i s  an i n f i n i t y  o f  
empty s p a c e  b e n e a t h  w hich  th e  p o e t  would l i k e  t o  b u i l d  a 
c e i l i n g ,  t h e r e b y  p l a c i n g  more f i n i t e  l i m i t s  upon h i s  ambi­
t i o n s  and  ac c o m p l i s h m e n ts .  The u l t i m a t e  and  i n e v i t a b l e  
t r iu m p h  o f  t h e  b lu e  f i n d s  e x p r e s s i o n  i n  t h a t  most  i n s u b ­
s t a n t i a l  of  phenomena— t h e  song o f  t h e  b e l l s ,  t h e  a b s t r a c t  
q u a l i t y  o f  w hich  a l l o w s  i t  t o  f l y  u n h in d e re d  by t h e  more 
t a n g i b l e  e a r t h - b o u n d  m i s t s .
M allarm e p r o v i d e s  a  r a r e  commentary upon h i s  own
poem i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s l y  m en t io n e d  l e t t e r  t o  C a z a l i s ,  i n
which  t h e  g e n e r a l  and  t h e  s p e c i f i c  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e
theme a r e  g iv e n :
Pour  d e b u t e r  d 'u n e  fa<?on p lu s  l a r g e ,  e t  a p p r o f o n d i r  
1 ' en sem b le ,  j e  ne p a r a i s  pas  dans l a  p r e m ie re  s t r o p h e .  
L 'A z u r  t o r t u r e  1 ' i m p u i s s a n t  en g e n e r a l .  D a n s ' l a  s e -  
conde ,  on commence a se  d o u te r ,  p a r  ma f u i t e  d ev a n t  
l e  c i e l  p o s s e s s e u r ,  que je  s o u f f r e  de c e t t e  c r u e l l e  
m a l a d i e .  J e  p r e p a r e  dans c e t t e  s t r o p h e  e n c o r e ,  p a r  
une f o r f a n t e r i e  b l a s p h e m a t o i r e ,  "Et  q u e l l e  n u i t  h a -  
g a r d e , "  1 ' i d e e  e t r a n g e  d ' i n v o q u e r  l e s  b r o u i l l a r d s .
La p r i e r e  au " c h e r  e n n u i"  co n f i rm e  mon im p u i s s a n c e .
Dans l a  t r o i s i e m e  s t r o p h e ,  je  s u i s  f o r c e n e  comme 
l'homme q u i  v o i t  r e u s s i r  son voeu  a c h a r n e .
La q u a t r i e m e  commence p a r  une e x c la m a t io n  g r o t e s q u e  
d ' e c o l i e r  d e l i v r e :  "Le c i e l  e s t  m o r t i "  E t  t o u t  de
s u i t e ,  muni de c e t t e  a d m ira b le  c e r t i t u d e ,  j ' i m p l o r e
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l a '  M a t i& re .  V o i l a  b i e n  l a  j o i e  de 1 ' I m p u i s s a n t . Las  
du mal q u i  me r o n g e  j e  veux g o f i te r  au bon h eu r  commun 
de l a  f o u l e ,  e t  a t t e n d r e  l a  m ort  o b s c u r e . . . .  Je  d i s  
" j e  v e u x . "  Mais 1 ' ennemi e s t  un s p e c t r e ,  l e  c i e l  m o r t  
r e v i e n t , e t  j e  1 1e n t e n d s  q u i  c h a n te  dans l e s  c l o c h e s  
b l e u e s .  I I  p a s s e  i n d o l e n t  e t v a i n q u e u r ,  s a n s  se  s a l i r  
a c e t t e  brume e t  me t r a n s p e r c e  s im p lem en t .  A q u o i  j e  
m ' e e r i e ,  p l e i n  d ' o r g u e i l  e t  ne v o y a n t  pas  l a  un j u s t e  
ch& tim en t  a ma l & c h e t e ,  que j ' a i  une immense a g o n i e .
J e  veux  f u i r  e n c o r e ,  m a is  je  sen s  mon t o r t  e t  avoue 
que j e  s u i s  h a n t £ . I I  f a l l a i t  t o u t e  c e t t e  p o i g n a n t e  
r e v e l a t i o n  po u r  m o t i v e r  l e  c r i  s i n c e r e  e t  b i z a r r e  de 
l a  f i n ,  l 1" a z u r " . . .  Tu l e  v o i s ,  pour  ceux q u i ,  comme 
Emmanuel e t  comme t o i ,  c h e r c h e n t  dans un poeme a u t r e  
ch o s e  que l a  m usique  des v e r s ,  i l  y a l a  un v r a i  drame. 
E t  9 ' a  e t e  une t e r r i b l e  d i f f i c u l t e  de com biner ,  dans 
une j u s t e  h a rm o n ie ,  1 ' e lem en t  d ram a t iq u e  h o s t i l e  a 
l 1i d e e  de p o e s i e  p u re  e t  s u b j e c t i v e  avec l a  s e r e n i t e  
e t  l e  calme de l i g n e s  n e c e s s a i r e s  a  l a  B e a u te .2 4
T h is  commentary, p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  l a t t e r  l i n e s ,  r e ­
v e a l s  t h e  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  theme o f  t h e  poem 
and t h e  a n x i e t y  t h a t  i s s u e s  from t h e  e f f o r t  to  p roduce  i t .
A l a r g e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p ro b lem  i n  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h i s  
poem h a s  b een  t h a t  drama, w i th  i t s  own demands on l i t e r a ­
t u r e ,  can  be r e c o n c i l e d  o n ly  w i th  g r e a t  d i f f i c u l t y  t o  t h e  
demands o f  p u re  p o e t r y .  There a r e  two l i t e r a r y  w o r ld s  i n  
c o n f l i c t  h e r e :  t h a t  o f  t h e  t h e a t e r  and t h a t  o f  p u re  po­
e t r y .  The im ages ,  c a r e f u l l y  chosen t o  im p a r t  a  f e e l i n g  o f  
y e t  a n o t h e r  d e s p e r a t e  s t r u g g l e  between  two w o r l d s ,  t h a t  o f  
" l ' e t e r n e l  a z u r"  and t h a t  o f  " l e  m a ra i s  l i v i d e " ,  s u g g e s t  
t h e  complex p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s t a t e s  t h a t  M allarme w i l l  t r a n s ­
l a t e  i n t o  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d e n s e r  p o e t r y .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  
t h a t  M alla rm e c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  t r iu m p h  of  1 1a z u r  i n  t h e  v o i c e  
o f  t h e  b e l l s  a j u s t  pun ish m en t  f o r  h i s  would-be  r e n u n c i a ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  i d e a l .
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The n e x t  poem t h a t  Mallarme was t o  f i n i s h  came very- 
c l o s e  upon t h e  h e e l s  o f  "L 'A zu r" ,  f o l l o w i n g  i t  hy a p p r o x i ­
m a te ly  a month ( F e b r u a r y ,  1864) i n  t h e  e s t i m a t e  o f  t h e  an­
n o t a t o r s  o f  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n  of  t h e  O e u v r e s . However, 
t h e  t o n e  o f  t h e  new poem, "Las de l ' a m e r  r e p o s , "  i s  v e r y  
d i f f e r e n t ;  w h e rea s  "L 'A zu r"  i s  s t i l l  f u l l  o f  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  
r e b e l l i o n ,  t h e  more r e c e n t  poem b e s p e a k s  i n o r d i n a t e  l a s s i ­
t u d e .  The i d e a  o f  t h e  n e e d  t o  e scap e  i s  s t i l l  fu n d am e n ta l  
to  th e  poem, b u t  gone a r e  t h e  i n v o c a t i o n s ,  t h e  exdLamations, 
t h e  f r e n z i e d  e f f o r t s  to  evade 1 ' a z u r . I n s t e a d ,  th e  p o e t  
makes a s im p le  s t a t e m e n t  o f  a w ish :  " Je  veux d e l a i s s e r
l ' a r t  v o r a c e . . . "  ( 1 .  11) and th e n  s k e t c h e s  what  he deems a 
l e s s  demanding a r t  medium t h a n  h i s  own.
Las de l ' a m e r  r e p o s  ou ma p a r e s s e  o f f e n s e  
Une g l o i r e  pou r  q u i  j a d i s  j ' a i  f u i  l ' e n f a n c e  
A d o rab le  des b o i s  de r o s e s  sous  l ' a z u r  
N a t u r e l ,  e t  p l u s  l a s  s e p t  f o i s  du p a c t e  dur 
De c r e u s e r  p a r  v e i l l e e  une f o s s e  n o u v e l l e  
Dans l e  t e r r a i n  a v a r e  e t  f r o i d  de ma c e r v e l l e ,  
F o s s o y e u r  s a n s  p i t i e  pou r  l a  s t e r i l i t e ,
— Que d i r e  a c e t t e  A u ro re ,  5 RSves,  v i s i t e  
P a r  l e s  r o s e s ,  quand ,  p e u r  de s e s  r o s e s  l i v i d e s ,
Le v a s t e  c i m e t i e r e  u n i r a  l e s  t r o u s  v i d e s ?
(11 . 1- 10)
The image o f  t h e  empty mind t h a t  was d ev e lo p ed  i n  
"L 'A zur"  r e c u r s  i n  t h i s  s t r o p h e .  The mind i s  r e f e r r e d  to  
as  " l e  t e r r a i n  a v a r e  e t  f r o i d  de ma c e r v e l l e , "  b u t  t h i s  i s  
a v e r y  p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  o f  f i e l d — t h e  c e m e te ry .  The p o e t ,  
i n  t h o s e  n i g h t l y  v i g i l s  d u r in g  which he s e e k s  t o  c a p t u r e  
h i s  dream, i s  l i k e n e d  to  t h e  p i t i l e s s  g r a v e d i g g e r  who each  
n i g h t  d ig s  a new g ra v e  i n  a c o l d  and u n y i e l d i n g  e a r t h .
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L a s s i t u d e  w eighs  h e a v i l y  upon t h i s  f i r s t  s t r o p h e ,  a l a s s i ­
tu d e  stemming from Ennui  as  w e l l  a s  from t h e  f r u i t l e s s  e f ­
f o r t  t o  p ro d u c e .  The v a s t  cem e te ry  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  mind i s  
on t h e  v e r g e  o f  becoming n o t h i n g  h u t  a  s o l i d  f a b r i c  o f  
empty h o l e s .  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  t h e  p o e t  s e e k s  e s c a p e ,  
t h i s  t im e  by t u r n i n g  h i s  b ac k  on what he t e rm s  " th e  v o r a ­
c i o u s  a r t  o f  a c r u e l  l a n d " — t h e  r i g o r o u s l y  demanding a r t  
t h a t  t h e  sum t o t a l  o f  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  ( f r i e n d s ,  p a s t  h i s -  
t o r y ,  g e n i u s )  h as  t h r u s t  upon him, w i t h  i t s  r e s u l t a n t  
agony: " Je  veux d e l a i s s e r  l ' A r t  v o r a c e  d 'u n  p a y s /  C r u e l ,
e t ,  s o u r i a n t  aux r e p r o c h e s  v i e i l l i s /  Que me f o n t  mes am is ,  
l e  p a s s e ,  l e  g e n i e , /  E t  ma lampe q u i  s a i t  p o u r t a n t  mon 
a g o n i e , /  I m i t e r  l e  C h in o i s  au  coeu r  l i m p i d e  e t  f i n . . . . "
(1 1 .  11 -1 5 )  He seek s  t o  p o r t r a y  an a l t e r n a t i v e  t h a t  would 
make h i s  l i f e  b e a r a b l e — t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  C h in ese  a r t i s t  
whose most p e r f e c t  e x p r e s s i o n  i s  t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  i n  m i n i a ­
t u r e  o f  a f l o w e r  on a p o r c e l a i n  cup.  The f l o w e r  i s  n o t  
r i c h  i n  d e t a i l ,  p a r t i c u l a r i z e d ;  i t  i s  r a t h e r  a  pu re  ab­
s t r a c t i o n ,  a f l o w e r  t h a t  h a s  become an i n t i m a t e  p a r t  of  
t h e  p o e t ' s  p syche ,  " g r a f t e d  u n to  t h e  b l u e  f i l i g r e e  of  h i s  
s o u l " :  " I m i t e r  l e  C h in o i s  au c o eu r  l i m p i d e  e t  f i n /  Le q u i
l ' e x t a s e  p u re  e s t  de p e i n d r e  l a  f i n /  Sur s e s  t a s s e s  de 
n e i g e  a l a  l u n e  r a v i e /  L 'u n e  b i z a r r e  f l e u r  q u i  parfume s a  
v i e /  T r a n s p a r e n t e ,  l a  f l e u r  q u ' i l  a s e n t i e  e n f a n t , /  Au 
f i l i g r a n e  b l e u  de l '&me se  g r e f f a n t . "  ( 1 1 .  15 -20 )  The same 
a b s t r a c t i o n ,  th r o u g h  s t y l i z a t i o n ,  a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  l a n d s c a p e
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he would p a i n t — a "young" l a n d s c a p e ,  young p e rh a p s  i n  t h e  
s e n s e  o f  s i m p l i f i e d ,  u n c o m p l ic a te d  hy a  l o t  o f  e x t e r n a l s  
t h a t  would  r o h  i t  o f  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  s i m p l i c i t y  and b e a u t y ,  
one t h a t ,  l i k e  t h e  f l o w e r ,  a r i s e s  f rom  a s s o c i a t i o n s  w i th  
c h i l d h o o d  and  i s  i n t i m a t e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  e m o t io n a l  
r e a l i t y :
E t ,  l a  m o r t  t e l l e  avec  l e  s e u l  r § v e  du s a g e ,
S e r e i n ,  j e  v a i s  c h o i s i r  un jeu n e  p a y s a g e ,
Que j e  p e i n d r a i s  en c o r  s u r  l e s  t a s s e s ,  d i s t r a i t .
Une l i g n e  d ' a z u r  mince e t  p § le  s e r a i t
Un l a c ,  parm i l e  c i e l  de p o r c e l a i n e  n u e ,
Un c l a i r  c r o s s a n t  p e r d u  p a r  un [ s i c ]  b l a n c h e  nue 
Trempe s a  co rn e  calme en l a  g l a c e  des  eaux ,
Non l o i n  de t r o i s  g r a n d s  o i l s  d 'e m e ra u d e ,  r o s e a u x .
( 1 1 . 21- 28 )
The i n e v i t a b l e  a z u re  i s  t h e r e ,  b u t  i t  i s  r e d u c e d  t o  a t h i n  
p a l e  l i n e  which  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  h as  become a l a k e ,  assum ing  
r e l i e f  on t h e  cup a g a i n s t  a sky o f  empty p o r c e l a i n .  A 
c r e s c e n t  moon, h a l f - h i d d e n  by c l o u d s ,  d i p s  i n t o  t h e  f r o z e n  
w a t e r s  o f  t h e  l a k e .  The l a n d s c a p e  i s  c o m p le ted  by t h r e e  
l a r g e  r e e d s ,  which  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  as  l a r g e  em era ld  eye­
l a s h e s .  What seems most s i g n i f i c a n t  a b o u t  t h i s  l a n d s c a p e
i s  t h a t  i t  i s  a  r e d u c t i o n ,  an a b s t r a c t i o n ,  a  move to w ard
s i m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  tow ard  n e g a t i o n .  A zure ,  w hich  o c c u p ie s  
such  a l a r g e  p a r t  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  young l i f e  and h i s  t h o u g h t ,  
p a l e s  v i r t u a l l y  i n t o  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  a s  i t  i s  m i n i a t u r i z e d .  
The c r e s c e n t  moon, which  r i s e s  ou t  o f  t h e  h e a v e n s ,  d ip s  
now i n t o  t h e  l a k e  to  s y m b o l ize  a k i n d  o f  b r i d g e  be tw een  
t h e  a b s o l u t e ,  now d e p i c t e d  a s  a l l - w h i t e  ( t h e  empty p o r c e ­
l a i n  o f  t h e  c u p - s k y ) ,  and  t h e  v i r t u a l l y  s u b j u g a t e d  a z u r e ,
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w h ic h  h a s  now been  r e d u c e d  to  a more human l e v e l .  T h is  
b r i d g e ,  d i p p i n g  i n t o  t h e  l a k e ,  em phasizes  t h e  d e s c e n t  o f  
1 '  a z u r  f rom  i t s  d o m in a t in g  fo rm e r  p o s i t i o n  to  a more p a s ­
s i v e  one .  But i t  i s  n o t  t o t a l l y  p a s s i v e ,  however;  i t s  
i r o n i c  g a z e  a s  d e p i c t e d  i n  "L 'Azur" i s  echoed  h e r e  by t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  t h e  l a k e - a z u r e  complex now assumes t h e  c o n t o u r  
o f  an  e y e ,  w i th  t h r e e  l a r g e  e y e l a s h e s  p r o v id e d  by th e  
r e e d s .
T h i s  whole l a s t  movement of  t h e  poem i s  p r e f a c e d  
w i t h  t h e  l i n e ,  "Et l a  m o r t  t e l l e  avec l e  s e u l  r § v e  du 
s a g e . . . " ,  a s  though  t o  e q u a t e  d e a th  w i th  t h e  " s o l e  dream 
o f  t h e  w is e  man."  I n  t h i s  c o n n e c t i o n  Eowlie  rem ark s  t h a t  
t h e  i d e a  o f  d e a th  " i s  s e e m in g ly  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  s e r e n i t y  o f  
t h e  a r t i s t  and th e  s i m p l i f i e d  l a n d s c a p e  he i s  p a i n t i n g .
For  M a l la rm e  t h e  work o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  a s i m p l i f i ­
c a t i o n  o f  th e  w o r ld ,  an a d d in g  to  i t  of  t h e  v o i d  and t h e
O Rn i g h t . "  ^ Death  and t h e  p o e t i c  a c t  a r e  l i n k e d  h e r e  b e c a u s e
" d e a t h  an d  p o e t r y  a r e  two p r o c e s s e s  of  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  and
2 6m a g i c a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . "  R ic h a rd  echoes  t h i s  i d e a  a s  he 
comments upon th e  most  s i g n i f i c a n t  new e lem e n t  i n j e c t e d  i n  
t h i s  poem: " C e t t e  f l e u r  e s t  f a n e e ,  ce parfum s ' e v a p o r e .
Mais v o i c i  l e  nouveau:  au  l i e u  de l a i s s e r  v i b r e r  en l u i
l e  s u s p e n s  de c e t t e  e v a p o r a t i o n ,  M allarme se  f i x e  m a i n t e -  
n a n t  l a  t§.che d ' en s u i v r e  l a  d i s p a r i t i o n  m§me. ( U n d e r l i n ­
in g  m i n e . )  A t r a v e r s  l a  t r a n s p a r e n c e  e n n e ig e e  de l a  me-
\ 27m o i r e ,  i l  t r o u v e  s a  s e u l e  e x t a s e  a en p e i n d r e  l a  f i n . "
58
A s h i f t  o f  em phasis  h a s  t h e r e f o r e  o c c u r r e d ,  a s h i f t  t h a t  
w i l l  have  more and more h e a r i n g  on M a l l a r m e ' s  work th r o u g h  
t h e  r e m a i n d e r  o f  h i s  l i f e t i m e :  a s h i f t  tow ard  th e  s u g g e s ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  v o i d  by d e p i c t i n g  th e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of  t h i n g s ,  
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  t h i n g s  t h e m s e l v e s .  The s t y l i z a t i o n  fo u n d
i n  O r i e n t a l  a r t  i s  an i m p o r t a n t  f i r s t  s t e p  i n  t h a t  d i r e c ­
t i o n ,  f o r  t h e  p i c t o r i a l ,  c o n c r e t e  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  m in im iz ed  
t h e r e  a l m o s t  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  e x t i n c t i o n .  R i c h a r d  r e f e r s  
t o  t h i s  t e n d e n c y  to w a rd  a b s t r a c t i o n  as  " c e t t e  i n v a s i o n  de
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n e a n t , "  w h ich  i s  s t i l l  l i m i t e d  in  i t s  p r o g r e s s  by th e
p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  l i n e  o f  a z u r e ,  p a l e  and t h i n .  T h is  i s  t h e
l a s t  b o u n d a ry  to  be c r o s s e d  b e f o r e  c o n f r o n t i n g  th e  v o i d  
i t s e l f .
E scape  s e r v e s  as  t h e  theme f o r  a n o t h e r  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  
poems f rom  t h i s  same month o f  F e b ru a ry ,  1864— escap e  t h i s  
t im e  f rom  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  by means o f  t h e  c a r n a l  a c t .  The 
poem i s  " A n g o i s s e . "  O r i g i n a l l y  e n t i t l e d  "A une p u t a i n , " 
i t  f o l l o w s  t h e  B a u d e l a i r e a n  v e i n .  The p o e t  a s k s  a p r o s t i ­
t u t e  f o r  a  m om ent 's  o b l i v i o n ,  t h u s  r e s t a t i n g  th e  theme o f  
e s c a p e  f rom  s t e r i l i t y  and t h e  d e a th  t h a t  i t  i m p l i e s :  " Je
demande a t o n  l i t  l e  l o u r d  sommeil s an s  s o n g e s /  P l a n a n t  
so u s  l e s  r i d e a u x  in c o n n u s  du r e m o r d s , / ' E t  que t u  peux 
g o f t t e r  a p r e s  t e s  n o i r s  m e n s o n g e s , /  Toi qu i  s u r  l e  n e a n t  
en s a i s  p l u s  que l e s  m o r t s . "  ( 1 1 .  5 -8)  Whereas th e  p r o s ­
t i t u t e  u n d o u b te d ly  s u f f e r s  l e s s  from t h i s  s t e r i l i t y  b e ­
c a u s e  h e r  s t o n e - l i k e  b r e a s t  h a r b o r s  no c r im e ,  t h e  p o e t ,
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who o b v io u s l y  f e e l s  v e r y  g u i l t y  a b o u t  so m e th in g ,  and p e r ­
haps  a b o u t  t h i s  v e r y  l i a i s o n  ( n o t  f o r  m o ra l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  
a s  much a s  f o r  th e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  he i s  b e t r a y i n g  h i s  c a l l i n g  
by s e e k in g  e s c a p e ) ,  f l e e s  f rom r e a l i t y  i n t o  " l e  l o u r d  som- 
m e i l  s an s  s o n g e s , "  h a u n t e d  by  h i s  s h ro u d ,  f e a r f u l  o f  dy ing  
when he h a s  t o  s l e e p  a l o n e .  "Car l e  V ice ,  r o n g e a n t  ma n a ­
t i v e  n o b l e s s e /  M'a comme t o i  marqu6 de s a  s t e r i l i t e , /  Mais 
t a n d i s  que to n  s e i n  de p i e r r e  e s t  h a b i t e / /  P a r  un co eu r  
que l a  den t  d 'a u c u n  c r im e  ne b l e s s e , /  J e  f u i s ,  p&le, de- 
f a i t ,  h a n t e  p a r  mon l i n c e u l , /  Ayant p e u r  de m o u r i r  l o r s q u e  
j e  couche s e u l . "  (1 1 .  9 -1 4 )  The g u i l t  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  im­
p o r t a n t ,  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  w hat  he  te rm s  " l e  V ice"  i n  t h e  
poem. The i d e a  o f  v i c e  or  s i n  h as  a p p e a re d  e a r l i e r  i n  h i s  
p o e t r y ;  i n  "L 'A zur"  t h e  p o e t  s o u g h t  f o r g e t f u l n e s s  " o f  th e  
c r u e l  I d e a l  and o f  S i n . "  The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  I d e a l  and 
of  S in  i s  found  a g a in  i n  a  poeme de . jeunesse  e n t i t l e d  
"L 1 E n fa n t  p r o d ig u e ,  I " :  "Chez c e l l e s  don t  1 ' amour e s t  une
orange  s e c h e /  Qui g a r d e  un v i e u x  parfum s a n s  l e  n e c t a r  
v e r m e i l /  J ' a i  ch e rc h e  1 ' I n f i n i  q u i  f a i t  que l 'homme p e c h e , /  
E t  n ' a i  t r o u v e  q u 'u n  G o u f f r e  ennemi du so m m ei l . "  (1 1 .  1 -4 )  
The q u e s t  f o r '  t h e  I d e a l  l e a d s  t h e  p o e t  i n t o  s i n  i n  an e f ­
f o r t  t o  e s c a p e  i t ;  t h i s  s i n  may be v a r i o u s l y  t h e  c o n s o r t ­
in g  o f  t h e  p o e t  w i th  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  a s  i n  t h i s  poem w r i t t e n  
when Mallarme was n i n e t e e n  y e a r s  o l d ,  o r  i t  may be t h e  
human l i m i t a t i o n  f a c t o r  which  l e a d s  him, l o n g  a f t e r  he h as  
abandoned any c o n c ep t  o f  C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i t y ,  t o  e scape
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f rom t h e  h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r , a s  d e p i c t e d  i n  "D 'A z u r . "  The 
i d e a  o f  v i c e  o r  s i n  seems to  he o p e r a b l e  on two p l a n e s :  
t h e  m o ra l  and  th e  e s t h e t i c .
E scape  i n t o  l o v e  u n b le m ish e d  s e r v e s  a s  a u n i f y i n g  
- theme i n  '^Le P i t r e  c h & t ie "  and " S o u p i r , "  b o t h  o f  which  d a t e  
from t h e  S p r in g  o f  1864 a l s o .  The i n i t i a l  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  
f o rm e r ,  w hich  i s  much s i m p l e r  t h a n  i t s  d e f i n i t i v e  v e r s i o n ,  
i s  a  s im p le  and u n c o m p l ic a te d  s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  theme o f  e s ­
cape t h r o u g h  lo v e :  t h e  p o e t - c lo w n  t u r n s  h i s  back  on t h e
Muse, f l e e s  t h e  shoddy t e n t  i n  which  he e x e r c i s e s  h i s  v o c a ­
t i o n ,  t o  p lu n g e  i n t o  t h e  eyes  (com pared  to  l a k e s )  o f  h i s  
l o v e d  one .  The q u o te s  w i l l  be t a k e n  from t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  
v e r s i o n ,  as  w i l l  be t h e  ca se  t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  s t u d y .  "Yeux, 
l a c s  avec  ma s im p le  i v r e s s e  de r e n a i t r e /  A u t re  que l ' h i s -  
t r i o n  q u i  du g e s t e  e v o q u a i s /  Comme plume l a  s u i e  i g n o b l e  
des q u i n q u e t s , /  J ' a i  t r o u e  dans l e  mur de t o i l e  une f e -  
n § t r e . "  ( 1 1 .  1 -4 )  Even as  he p lu n g e s  i n t o  t h e  l a k e  o f  
f o r g e t f u l n e s s ,  however,  t h e  p o e t  i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a  t r a i t o r ,  
which w i l l  be e x p l a i n e d  i n  t h e  second  t e r c e t .  Each s t r o k e  
o f  t h i s  swimmer seems t o  c r e a t e  a new g ra v e  f o r  th e  ob­
s e s s e d  p o e t  who seems t o  d i s a p p e a r  w i t h  h i s  o b s e s s i o n s ,  
v i r g i n - p u r e ,  i n t o  each  s u c c e s s i v e  s e p u l c h e r :  "De ma jambe
e t  des b r a s  l im p id e  n a g e u r  t r a l t r e , /  A bonds m u l t i p l i e s ,  
r e n i a n t  l e  m a u v a i s /  Hamlet!  c ' e s t  comme s i  dans 1 ' onde 
j ' i n n o v a i s /  M i l l e  s e p u l c r e s  p o u r  y v i e r g e  d i s p a r a i t r e . "
(1 1 .  5 -8 )  These w a t e r s ,  however,  t u r n  g l a c i a l  c o l d  and
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t h e  c l o w n - p o e t ,  who i s  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  b e i n g  r e b o r n  a t  
each  i n s t a n t ,  f e e l s  e x h i l a r a t i o n  t u r n  g r a d u a l l y  i n t o  d r e a d .  
As h i s  g r e a s e p a i n t  d i s a p p e a r s ,  washed away by t h e  w a t e r s  
o f  t h e  l a k e ,  he comes t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  make-up was t h e  
v e r y  c o n s e c r a t i o n  o f  h i s  g e n i u s :  " H i l a r e  o r  de cymbale a
des p o in g s  i r r i t e , /  Tout  a coup l e  s o l e i l  f r a p p e  l a  n u d i t e /  
Qui p u re  s ' e x h a l a  de ma f r a i c h e u r  de n a c r e , / /  Ranee n u i t  
de l a  p ea u  quand s u r  moi vous  p a s s i e z ,  Ne s a c h a n t  p a s ,  i n -  
g r a t l  que e ' e t a i t  t o u t  mon s a c r e , /  Ce f a r d  noye dans l ' e a u  
p e r f i d e  des  g l a c i e r s . "  ( 1 1 .  9 -14 )  I n  s h o r t ,  he h as  n o t h i n g  
l e f t .  I t  i s  f rom a d v e r s i t y ,  from t h e  c o n t in u o u s  s t r u g g l e  
a g a i n s t  t h e  i n e f f a b l e ,  t h a t  Mallarme drew h i s  g r e a t e s t  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n .  To re n o u n c e  i t  o r  t o  s u b l i m a t e  i t  would de­
p r i v e  him o f  t h e  v e r y  s o i l  o f  a d v e r s i t y  from which s p r a n g  
w h a te v e r  g e n i u s  he f e l t  he h a d .  A l though  Mallarme r e v i s e d  
t h e  o r i g i n a l  v e r s i o n  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d u r in g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  
tw e n ty  y e a r s ,  a s c r i b i n g  a d d i t i o n a l  f a c e t s  o f  meaning to  
many o f  t h e  l i n e s ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  development o f  t h e  t h o u g h t ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  i d e a  i t s e l f ,  r e m a in s  f u n d a m e n ta l l y  un­
ch anged .
There  a r e  s e v e r a l  i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  a t t i ­
tu d e  to w a rd  h i m s e l f  and h i s  r o l e  in  t h i s  s o n n e t ,  n o t a b l y  
i n  t h e  t i t l e ,  where t h e  p i t r e , o r  clown, i s  i n t r o d u c e d .  
Again i n  t h e  second  l i n e ,  he r e f e r s  t o  h i m s e l f  as  a  h i s -  
t r i o n ,  w hich  b e a r s  t h e  c o n n o t a t i o n  o f  a s e c o n d - r a t e  a c t o r .  
I n  t h e  se co n d  q u a t r a i n ,  he sp e a k s  o f  h i s  newly a c q u i r e d
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f reedom  ( t h e  image o f  t h e  clown swimming v i g o r o u s l y  i n  t h e  
l a k e )  as  a r e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  " l e  m auvais  H am le t , "  t h e  t r a g i c  
h e ro  who f o r  M allarme r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  i n d e ­
c i s i o n  and t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  a c t .  Hamlet i s  t h e r e f o r e  sym­
b o l i c  of  t h e  p o e t  i n  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e a l i z e  h i s  dream. 
Hamlet i s  b a d  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  f o r  two r e a s o n s .  The h i s -  
t r i o n ,  w i th  h i s  s e r i o u s l y  l i m i t e d  c a p a c i t i e s ,  can on ly  
a p p ro x im a te ,  a s  he p e r f o r m s  i n  t h e  M u se 's  s ideshow  t e n t ,  
what a more s k i l l e d  a c t o r  w ould  make o f  th e  r o l e .  T h is  
Hamlet i s  b a d  i n  t h e  f u r t h e r  s e n se  t h a t  he ca n n o t  f i n d  a 
s o l u t i o n  to  h i s  p r o b le m s .  The h i s t r i o n  t a k e s  d e s p e r a t e  
m easures  t o  b r e a k  t h r o u g h  t h i s  i n e r t i a ,  r i s k i n g  a l l  i n  th e  
hope o f  g a i n i n g  a l l ;  b u t  t h e  v i g o r  m a n i f e s t  i n  th e  f i r s t  
two q u a t r a i n s  ( t r o u e ,  a  bonds  m u l t i p l i e s ,  r e n i a n t )  g r a d u a l ­
l y  d i s p e r s e s  i n  t h e  t e r c e t s  ( s ' e x h a l a i t ,  p a s s i e z ,  n o y e ) , 
and whimpers i n t o  n o t h i n g n e s s .  For t h e  p o e t ,  t h e  i m p l i c a ­
t i o n  o f  t h i s  a b o r t i v e  a t t e m p t  t o  e sca p e  i s  t h a t  h i s  poems, 
even i f  t h e y  a r e  n o t  t h e  a b s o l u t e  e x p r e s s i o n s  he would 
have them b e ,  a r e  a l l  he h a s ,  and  t o  f i n d  o b l i v i o n  i n  lo v e  
i s  t o  be a  t r a i t o r  t o  h i m s e l f  and to  h i s  dream. R o b e r t  
G reer  Cohn s e e s  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  poem as
. . . a  c o n f e s s i o n  o f  p r o v i s i o n a l  p e r s o n a l  f a i l u r e  t o  win 
t h r o u g h  t o  t h e  h i g h e s t  r e a l m s ,  b u t  m a in ly  i t  i s  an 
e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  t r u i s m  t h a t  pu re  i n t e n t i o n s  a r e  
n o t  enough, t h a t  a r t  r e q u i r e s  p e r s p i r a t i o n  ( a s  w e l l  as 
i n s p i r a t i o n ) ,  com promise,  t e c h n i q u e ,  showmanship. The 
c e n t r a l  theme i s  m e r e ly  t h e  need  to  s t a y  "down h e r e "  
i n  o r d e r  t o  c r e a t e . . . . ,  t h e  need  to  rem a in  a mere p e r ­
f o rm e r ,  a  "c low n" .  An i d e a  t h a t  i s  d i s a p p o i n t i n g  i n  
t e rm s  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  w i l d e s t  a m b i t i o n s ,  b u t  which  
s p e a k s  f o r  h i s  w isd o m .29
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The e f f o r t  t o  e s c a p e  h a s  l e d  t h e  p o e t  t o  p u n ish m en t ,  
a pun ishm en t  d e r i v i n g  from  t h a t  v e r y  e s c a p e .  M allarm ^,  who 
saw Hamlet as  t h e  Hero o f  t h e  s t a g e  ( a n  i d e a  s u b s e q u e n t l y  
d i s c u s s e d  in  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  I g i t u r  and Un Goup de d e s ) , 
and who dreamed of  p e r f o r m i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  Hamlet h i m s e l f ,  
im ag ines  such  a  p e r fo rm a n c e  h e r e ,  o n ly  t h e  p e r fo rm a n ce  i s  
v i s u a l i z e d  as  t h e  r e a l - l i f e  drama t h a t  h e ,  M alla rm e,  was 
c o n s t a n t l y  l i v i n g  o u t  i n  h i s  a n g u i s h e d  s e a r c h .  The p e r ­
formance i s  s e c o n d - r a t e ,  h e n c e  th e  n e e d  f o r  e s c a p e ;  b u t  
e sca p e  l e a v e s  t h e  p o e t  s t r i p p e d  o f  w h a te v e r  " s a c r e "  he was 
endowed w i t h ,  empty and a l l  t h e  more im p o t e n t  f o r  t h e  i n ­
e f f e c t u a l  e f f o r t  to  e s c a p e .  Eowlie  c o n c lu d e s :  "Only i n
r e v o l t i n g  a g a i n s t  o n e ' s  f a i t h ,  does one l e a r n  i t s  v a l u e .
The clown had  to  l e a v e  h i s  t e n t  and l o s e  h i s  t r a v e s t y  i n  
o r d e r  to  comprehend t h e  m y s t e r y  o f  h i s  c a l l i n g  and th e  
deep k i n d  of  l i b e r t y  w h ich  r e s i d e s  w i t h i n  o n e ' s  r e s t r i c ­
t i o n s  and p a t t e r n s  o f  l i v i n g . " ^
In  " S o u p i r , " w r i t t e n  i n  A p r i l ,  1864, t h e r e  i s  an­
o t h e r  l o v e - o b j e c t ,  b u t  t h i s  one i s  a d d r e s s e d  as  "calme 
s o e u r , "  t h e  word "calme" s e t t i n g  t h e  to n e  f o r  t h e  e n t i r e  
m e d i t a t i o n .  The poem c a r r i e s  w i th  i t  t h e  u t t e r a n c e  o f  an 
a s p i r a t i o n ,  and a v iew  o f  t h i s  a s p i r a t i o n  d e n ie d :  "Mon
Sme v e r s  to n  f r o n t  ou r £ v e ,  6 calme s o e u r , /  Un automne 
jonche  de t a c h e s  de r o u s s e u r , /  Et v e r s  l e  c i e l  e r r a n t  de 
to n  o e i l  a n g e l i q u e , /  M onte ,  comme dans un j a r d i n  m e lan co -  
l i q u e , /  E i d e l e ,  un b l a n c  j e t  d ' e a u  s o u p i r e  v e r s
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l ' A z u r l "  ( 1 1 .  1 -5 )  T h is  f i r s t  movement o f  t h e  poem i s  one 
o f  a s c e n t :  "Mon § m e . . . .m o n te . . . . , "  b u t  t h i s  a s c e n t  i s  a l ­
most  im m e d ia te ly  n e g a t e d ,  f o r  i t  i s  l i k e n e d  to  t h e  w h i t e  
j e t  o f  w a te r  i n  a f o u n t a i n  t h a t  s i g h s  a f t e r  t h e  A zure .
The image i t s e l f  i m p l i e s  n e g a t i o n :  t h e  w a te r  must  r e t u r n
t o  t h e  b a s i n  b e c a u se  o f  p h y s i c a l  l a w s ,  and t h e  v e r b  " s o u -  
p i r e "  i n t r o d u c e s  a  n o t e  o f  d e j e c t i o n  and r e s i g n a t i o n  which  
c o n f i rm s  t h i s  d e s c e n t .  The p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e  f o r  t h i s  
a b o r t i v e  a s c e n t  i s  once a g a i n  th e  eye ,  s u g g e s t i n g  th e  b l u e  
o f  t h e  sky ,  a sky s i g n i f i c a n t l y  p a l e d  by th e  autumn h aze  
( t h e r e f o r e  " a t t e n d r i " )  and t h e r e f o r e  s e e m in g ly  l e s s  h o s ­
t i l e  and  mocking a t  t h i s  p o i n t :  "— Vers l ' A z u r  a t t e n d r i  
d 'O c t o b r e  p§JLe e t  p u r /  Qui m ire  aux g r a n d s  b a s s i n s  s a  l a n -  
g u eu r  i n f i n i e /  Et l a i s s e ,  s u r  1 1eau m o r te  ou l a  f a u v e  
a g o n i e /  Des f e u i l l e s  e r r e  au v e n t  e t  c r e u s e  un f r o i d  s i l -  
l o n , /  Se t r a i n e r  l e  s o l e i l  jaune  d 'u n  l o n g  r a y o n . "
(1 1 .  6 -10 )  The p o e t ' s  hope i s  s h o r t - l i v e d .  The t e n s i o n  
o f  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  poem i s  d i s s o l v e d  by th e  image o f  
t h e  f o u n t a i n ,  as  w e l l  a s  by th e  a b u l i a - s u g g e s t i n g  vo cab u ­
l a r y  ( m i r e ,  l a n g u e u r ,  m o r te ,  l a i s s e  . . .  se  t r a i n e r . . . . ) .  
Even t h e  l i g h t  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  b a s i n  h a s  an a i r  o f  n e g a ­
t i o n  a b o u t  i t  s i n c e  t h e  y e l lo w  sun d rag s  i t s e l f  o u t  i n  a 
lo n g  r a y .  L a s s i t u d e  t r i u m p h s .
The h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r  i n  th is_  poem i s  l e s s  a n g u i s h e d  
b e c a u s e  1 ' a z u r  i s  l e s s  r e l e n t l e s s .  On t h i s  autumn day i t  
seems p a l e  and  p u re ,  a s  i t  l a n g u i s h e s  i n  t h e  y e l l o w i n g  r a y
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i n  t h e  b a s i n .  T h is  d e s c r i p t i o n  r e c a l l s  v i v i d l y  t h e  image 
o f  l ’a z u r  f o r g e d  i n  "Las de l ' a m e r  r e p o s , "  i n  which i t  i s  
r e d u c e d  to  a  t h i n  l i n e .  "E t  l ' a z u r  ne s ' a c c o r d e  a nous
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que p o u r  m o u r i r  en n o u s . . . . " J  Once a g a i n ,  t h e  p i c t u r e  o f  
1 ' a z u r  i s  l e s s  s i n i s t e r  t h a n  th e  i r o n i c ,  mocking p o r t r a i t  
shown i n  e a r l i e r  poems; i t  t o o  seems s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  la w s  
o f  c h a n g e .  R i c h a r d  f i n d s  i n  th e  em phas is  on t h e  f a l l  ( l a  
c h u te )  i n  t h i s  poem, how ever ,  n o t  t h e  decay a s s o c i a t e d  
w i th  d e a t h ;  t h e  I d e a l  seems t o  have d im i n i s h e d  power, b u t  
t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  f a c e t  t o  c o n s i d e r ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h a t  t h e  f a l ­
l e n  o b j e c t  a f f o r d s  p r o o f  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a t r a n s c e n d a n c e ,
- x o
which i t  b e a r s  w i t n e s s  t o .
The mood o f  " T r i s t e s s e  d ' e t e "  i s  no l o n g e r  an autumn 
mood, b u t  t h e  h o t  summer o f  p a s s i o n .  W r i t t e n  a l s o  i n  1864 > 
i t  d e s c r i b e s  y e t  a n o t h e r  a t t e m p t  a t  e s cap e  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  
l o v e .  I t  opens on a n o t e  o f  s a d n e s s ,  how ever ,  as  t h e  t i t l e  
i n d i c a t e s :  "Le s o l e i l ,  s u r  l e  s a b l e ,  8 l u t t e u s e  e n d o r m i e , /
En 1 ' o r  de t e s  cheveux c h a u f f e  un b a i n  l a n g o u r e u x /  E t ,  co n -  
sumant l ' e n c e n s  s u r  t a  jo u e  ennemie,/  I I  mble avec l e s  
p l e u r s  un b reu v ag e  a m o u reu x ."  (1 1 .  1 -4 )  The g i r l  i s  weep­
i n g .  The c a u s e  f o r  h e r  t e a r s  i s  r e v e a l e d  i n  th e  second  
s t r o p h e :  "De ce b l a n c  f lam b o iem en t  1 ' immuable a c c a l m i e /
T ' a  f a i t  d i r e ,  a t t r i s t d e ,  8 mes b a i s e r s  p e u r e u x , /  "Nous ne 
s e r o u s  j a m a i s  une s u e l e  momie/ Sous 1 ' a n t i q u e  d e s e r t  e t  
l e s  p a l m i e r s  h e u r e u x . "  ( 1 1 .  5 -8)  P a s s i o n  h a s  been  con­
sumed, and  w i t h  i t s  p a s s i n g ,  th e  s e n s e  o f  t o t a l  u n io n
66
b r i e f l y  e n jo y e d ,  which  f a c t  t h e  g i r l  l a m e n t s .  She l a m e n t s ,  
weeps,  f a l l s  a s l e e p .  Bu t  n o t  so f o r  t h e  p o e t  who i s  more 
g iv e n  t o  c o n t e m p l a t i o n .  A f t e r  t h e  a c t  o f  p h y s i c a l  l o v e  
which i s  s u g g e s t e d  hy t h e  s e n s u a l i t y  o f  t h e  im agery  i n  t h e  
f i r s t  q u a t r a i n ,  t h e  p o e t  r e m a in s  p e n s i v e ,  and f i n d s  y e t  an­
o t h e r  k i n d  o f  im m ers ion ,  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  f l i g h t :  "Mais t a
c h e v e l u r e  e s t  une r i v i e r e  t i & d e , /  Ou n o y e r  sans  f r i s s o n s  
1 '  §me q u i  nous  o b s e d e /  E t  t r o u v e r  ce  Neant  que t u  ne  con-  
n a i s  p a s ! "  ( 1 1 .  9 -1 1 )  F a s c i n a t e d ,  a s  B a u d e l a i r e  b e f o r e  
him, by t h e  e r o t i c  power o f  h a i r ,  he  w is h e s  t o  p u t  i t  t o  
q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  end  f rom t h a t  s u g g e s t e d  by B a u d e l a i r e — 
n o t  t o  r i d e  th e  wave o f  i t s  e v o c a t i v e  powers i n t o  new 
r e a lm s  o f  s e n s e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  to  s e e k  i n  i t  t h a t  
o b l i v i o n  he h ad  s o u g h t  f rom t h e  p r o s t i t u t e  i n  " A n g o i s s e . "  
The s e p a r a t e n e s s ,  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  man, i s  em phas ized  
by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  g i r l  h a s  no a w a re n e s s  o f  t h e  v o i d  he 
s e e k s .  As th o u g h  h e r  h a i r  were n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  to  p r o j e c t  
him i n t o  t h a t  v o i d ,  he  t u r n s  t h e n  t o  t h e  g i r l ' s  t e a r s  d ry ­
in g  on h e r  cheek  and now m in g le d  w i th  h e r  make-up: "Je
g o & te ra i  l e  f a r d  p l e u r e  p a r  t e s  p a u p i e r e s , /  Pour  v o i r  s 1 i l  
s a i t  donner  au co e u r  que t u  f r a p p a s /  L ' i n s e n s i b i l i t e  de 
l ' a z u r  e t  des p i e r r e s . "  ( 1 1 .  12 -14 )  Human p a s s i o n  h a s  n o t  
s u f f i c e d  t o  make t h e s e  two c r e a t u r e s  one; t h e  b r i l l i a n c e  
o f  t h e  summer sky r e m a i n s ,  and in d e e d ,  t h e  h e a t  o f  t h e i r  
p a s s i o n  h a s  o n ly  s e r v e d  a s  a n o t h e r  r e m in d e r  o f  i t .  W i l l  
t h i s  "b reu v a g e  amoureux" which  he f i n d s  on h e r  cheek  a f f o r d
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t h e  r e l e a s e  he i s  s e e k in g ?  D read in g  1 1a z u r , he  w ish es  t o  
a p p r o p r i a t e  i t s  v e r y  q u a l i t i e s  so t h a t  he may i n  t u r n  he 
l e s s  s e n s i t i v e  to  t h e  pangs  of  l o v e  and  t o  t h e  co n c o m i ta n t  
aw a re n es s  t h a t  lo v e  and t h e  e s c a p e  i t  a f f o r d s  a r e  e p h e m e ra l .
I n  O ctober  o f  1864, Mallarm£ b e g i n s  t o  work on H ero-  
d i a d e ,  b u t  h i s  i n i t i a l  e f f o r t s  were b o t h  f r u s t r a t i n g  and 
e n e r v a t i n g ,  l e a v i n g  him i n  a s t a t e  o f  v i r t u a l  c o l l a p s e  by 
w i n t e r ' s  end .  D i s c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  u n d e r t a k i n g  w i l l  be r e ­
s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c h a p t e r  s i n c e  t h e  work f i t s  i n t o  
M a l l a r m e ' s  m id d le  p e r i o d  more e a s i l y  t h a n  i n  t h e  f i r s t .
There  i s  a n o t h e r  poem, however,  d a t i n g  f rom May of  1865, 
which  must  be c o n s id e r e d  h e r e ,  i . e . ,  " B r i s e  M ar in e" ,  one 
o f  h i s  m ost  a n t h o l o g i z e d  works ,  which  o f f e r s  a k in d  o f  
summation o f  t h e  theme o f  f l i g h t  b e f o r e  t h e  i m p l a c a b le  
a z u r . M allarm e h i m s e l f ,  i n  commenting upon t h e  poem to  
Madame H. Le Jo sn e ,  s t a t e s  s im p ly  t h a t  i t  e x p r e s s e s :
" . . .  ce d e s i r  i n e x p l i q u e ,  q u i  n o u s  p r e n d  p a r f o i s  de q u i t -
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t e r  ceux q u i  nous s o n t  c h e r s ,  e t  de p a r t i r 1" P l i g h t  r e ­
c e i v e s  an o r i e n t a t i o n  in  t h i s  poem t h a t  i t  h a s  n o t  h ad  
s i n c e  "Les P e n S t r e s , "  w r i t t e n  two y e a r s  e a r l i e r .  I n s t e a d  
o f  s e e k i n g  t o  e f f a c e  h i m s e l f  i n  some l o v e - o b j e c t ,  o r  to  
s e p a r a t e  h i m s e l f  from 1 ' a z u r  by some s o r t  o f  s c r e e n ,  h e r e  
he f l e e s  i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  a z u r  i t s e l f .  But t h e r e  
seems no i l l u s i o n  ab o u t  r e a c h i n g  1 ' a z u r  i t s e l f ,  n o r  t h e  
d e s i r e  t o  do s o .  The poem e x p r e s s e s  c o n t e n tm e n t  w i th  some 
m id d le  s t a t e ,  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  e n jo y e d  by s e a - b i r d s
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s u s p e n d e d  be tw een  t h e  s e a  and t h e  shy :  "La c h a i r  e s t
t r i s t e ,  h 6 l a s i  e t  j 1 a i  l u  t o u s  l e s  l i v r e s . /  E u i r l  l a - b a s
f u i r l  J e  s e n s  que des  o i s e a u x  s o n t  i v r e s /  D 'S t r e  parm i
1 1ecume inconnue  e t  l e s  c i e u x l "  (1 1 .  1 -3 )  There  a r e  no
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ,  however p r e s s i n g ,  which  s u f f i c e  to  q u e l l
t h i s  im p u l s e  t o  f l i g h t .  As t h e  poem d e v e lo p s ,  t h e  r e a d e r
becomes aware t h a t  t h e  a z u re  i s  no l o n g e r  t h e  o b j e c t  which
p ro v o k es  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  f l i g h t :
R ie n ,  n i  l e s  v i e u x  j a r d i n s  r e f l e t e s  p a r  l e s  yeux 
Ne r e t i e n d r a  ce co e u r  q u i  dans l a m e r  se  t rem p e  
0 n u i t s !  n i  l a  c l a r t e  d e s e r t e  de ma lampe 
Sur  l e  v i d e  p a p i e r  que l a  b l a n c h e u r  d e fe n d  
E t  n i  l a  je u n e  femme a l l a i t a n t  son e n f a n t .
J e  p a r t i r a i l  S team er  b a l a n p a n t  t a  m&ture,
Leve l ' a n c r e  pou r  une e x o t iq u e  n a t u r e  1
(11 . 4- 10)
The h e a r t  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  now swimming i n  t h e  s e a ;  t h e  p o e t  
i s  c l a m o r in g  t o  r e a c h  some e x o t i c  s p o t .  What h e  s e e k s  t o  
e sca p e  i s  " l a  c l a r t e  d e s e r t e  de ma l a m p e , " and " l e  v i d e  
p a p i e r  que l a  b l a n c h e u r  d e f e n d , "  images o f  what he f e e l s  
i s  h i s  s t e r i l i t y ;  he would a l s o  e sc ap e  " l a  je u n e  femme, 
a l l a i t a n t  son  e n f a n t , "  symbol o f  t h o s e  d a i l y  c o n c e rn s  which  
t h w a r t  him i n  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  work and  w h ich  p roduce  t h e  
f e e l i n g  o f  Ennui t h a t  seems t h e  r e a l  t h r e a t :  "Un E nnu i ,
d e s o l e  p a r  l e s  c r u e l s  e s p o i r s , /  C r o i t  e n c o re  a 1 ' a d i e u  su ­
preme des m o u c h o i r s l /  E t ,  p e u t - § t r e ,  l e s  m§.ts, i n v i t a n t  
l e s  o r a g e s /  S o n t - i l s  de ceux q u 'u n  v e n t  penche s u r  l e s  
n a u f r a g e s /  P e rd u s ,  s an s  m&.ts, n i  f e r t i l e s  i l o t s . . . . /  M ais ,
& mon c o e u r ,  e n te n d s  l e  c h a n t  des m a t e l o t s l "  ( 1 1 .  11 -1 6 )
In  t h i s  second  s t r o p h e  a l l  t h e  momentum g e n e r a t e d
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by a  hope o f  e s ca p e  l a p s e s  back  upon i t s e l f  i n t o  i n e r t i a .  
Boredom h a s  l e d  t h e  p o e t  i n t o  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  l e a v e - t a k i n g  
r e m a in e d  w i t h i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y .  Ennui h a s  f a l l e n  
v i c t i m  t o  hope and h a s  been  d e c e iv e d .  There i s  a f e e b l e ,  
h a l f - h e a r t e d  g e s t u r e  t o  r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e  i n e r t i a ,  to  con­
v i n c e  h i m s e l f  t h a t  no f e r t i l e  i s l a n d  a w a i te d  him anyway.
The poem ends  on a  p a s s i v e ,  i f  p o ig n a n t ,  n o t e ,  e x p r e s s i n g  
i n  now subdued  te rm s  t h e  i n i t i a l  u rg e  t h a t  l e d  t o  t h e  
f r e n z i e d  t h r u s t  to w ard  f reed o m .
T here  r e m a in s  a n o t h e r  poem, w r i t t e n  i n  O c to b e r  o f  
1865» which  d e a l s  w i th  t h e  theme o f  1 1a z u r , "Don du poem e."  
But t h e  theme i s  t r e a t e d  from a d i f f e r e n t  s t a n d p o i n t .
T here  i s  no e f f o r t  made h e r e  t o  e scap e  from t h e  h a n t i s e ; 
t h e  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  i s  n o t  f l i g h t ,  w h e th e r  i n s p i r e d  by t h e  
h a n t i s e  o r  by an overwhelm ing se n se  o f  e n n u i .  Here s t a n d s  
t h e  p o e t - c r e a t o r , who h a s  a d d r e s s e d  h i m s e l f  t o  a  work and ,  
t h a t  work co m p le te d ,  s i t s  i n  judgment o f  i t ,  m e a s u r in g  i t  
a g a i n s t  h i s  i d e a l  v i s i o n .  For t h i s  r e a s o n  i t  h e r a l d s  a 
more m a tu re  a p p ro ac h  on t h e  p a r t  of  th e  a u t h o r  v i s - a - v i s  
h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p rob lem .  I t  b e lo n g s  t o  a n o t h e r  p e r i o d  i n  
t h e  work and  l i f e  o f  M a l la rm e ,  and w i l l  t h e r e f o r e  be c o n -  • 
s i d e r e d  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c h a p t e r .
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CHAPTER I I
YEARS OE CRISIS
The p e r i o d  of  M a l l a r m e ’ s m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i s i s ,  which 
began  i n  t h e  m id - 1 8 6 0 ' s  and  c o n t i n u e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  r e ­
m a in d e r  o f  t h i s  decade ,  i s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  a t u r n i n g  p o i n t  
f o r  h i s  p o e t r y  as  r e g a r d s  b o t h  theme and t e c h n i q u e .  The 
c r i s i s  i t s e l f  must be c o n s i d e r e d  i n  d e t a i l ,  as  w e l l  a s  t h e  
works which  a r e  in t e rw o v e n  i n  t h e  c r i s i s ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  ap­
p r e c i a t e  th e  sym bol ic  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e  p o e t r y  p ro d u ced  by 
M allarme i n  t h e  r e m a in in g  y e a r s  o f  h i s  l i f e .
By 1865 Mallarme h a s  abandoned  t h e  theme o f  th e  
h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r , which  u n t i l  t h i s  t im e  h a s  a f f o r d e d  t h e  
r i c h e s t  t h e m a t i c  s o u r c e  f o r  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  of  h i s  f e a r  o f  
r e m a in in g  u n p r o d u c t i v e .  He doe3 n o t  abandon th e  o b s e s s i o n  
o f  t h e  I d e a l ,  however;  h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,  a s  w e l l  as  h i s  
p o e t r y ,  c o n t i n u e s  t o  sp eak  o f  s t e r i l i t y  and im p o ten ce ,  i n ­
d i c a t i n g  t h a t  he has  begun t o  m easure  h i s  work a g a i n s t  t h e  
c r i t e r i o n  of  i d e a l  p u r i t y .  There  a l s o  o c c u r s  i n  h i s  c o r ­
r e sp o n d e n c e  from 1864 011, i n c r e a s i n g  m e n t io n  o f  t h e  d i f f i ­
c u l t y  o f  h i s  medium, and w i t h  j u s t  c a u s e ,  f o r  he h a s  begun 
t o  r e s t r u c t u r e  h i s  medium t o  make i t  r e f l e c t  a more com­
p le x  v i s i o n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  h e n c e ,  making i t  more d i f f i c u l t .  
The i d e a  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  medium w i l l  a c q u i r e  p rom inence
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i n  t h e  sym bo l ic  c o n t e n t  o f  h i s  p o e t r y .  But t o o ,  t h e  i d e a  
o f  t h e  Void d ev e lo p s  d u r in g  t h i s  m id d le  p e r i o d ,  c o n t r i b u t ­
in g  an im p o r t a n t  new l i g h t  u n d e r  w h ich  t o  v iew  h i s  work. 
M allarm e comes to  c o n s i d e r  each  work a s  so m e th in g  w r e s t e d  
f rom t h e  Void; he u s e s  t h i s  v e r y  s t r u g g l e  a s  an i m p o r t a n t  
t h e m a t i c  e l e m e n t .  The Void  c o n t r i b u t e s  t h e m a t i c a l l y  in  
a n o t h e r  way: he becomes f a s c i n a t e d  w i t h  t h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e
o f  t h i n g s ,  o r  w i th  the  a b s e n c e  o f  t h i n g s ,  and f o c u s e s  h i s  
a t t e n t i o n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  upon t h e s e  a s p e c t s  o f  r e a l i t y .
O c to b e r  o f  1864 i s  one o f  t h e  o u t s t a n d i n g  d a t e s  i n  
t h e  l i f e  o f  M allarm e,  f o r  i t  i s  t h e n  t h a t  he u n d e r t a k e s  
t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  H e r o d ia d e , a work d e s t i n e d  t o  cause  him 
more a n g u i s h  th a n  any o t h e r  o f  h i s  c o m p o s i t i o n s .  This  
work b r i n g s  th e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i s i s  t o  a h e a d ,  f o r  i n  th e  
l a b o r  o f  composing i t ,  he comes f a c e  t o  f a c e  w i th  t h e  V o id .  
Mondor and Jean-A ubry ,  i n  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  
w orks ,  r e l a t e  h i s  awakening and r a p i d l y  i n c r e a s i n g  i n t e r e s t  
i n  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  H ero d iad e  d u r in g  t h e  s e v e r a l  months p r e ­
c e d in g  t h a t  autumn of 1 8 6 4^  The p o e t  c o n f i d e s  t o  C a z a l i s  
h i s  a n x i e t y  c o n c e rn in g  th e  work once i t  i s  begun, i n  te rm s  
s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  h i s  o b s e s s i o n  w i th  s t e r i l i t y :  " J ' a i  e n f i n
commence mon H e r o d ia d e . Avec t e r r e u r  c a r  j ' i n v e n t e  une 
l a n g u e  q u i  d o i t  n e c e s s a i r e m e n t  j a i l l i r  d 'u n e  p o e t i q u e  t r e s  
n o u v e l l e ,  que j e  p o u r r a i s  d e f i n i r  en c e s  deux mots :
pP e i n d r e  non l a  chose ,  m ais  l ' e f f e t  q u ' e l l e  p r o d u i t . "
T h is  s e n t e n c e  s u g g e s t s  t h e  sh im m ering  movement o f  l i g h t
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t h a t  i s  l a t e r  found  i n  t h e  works o f  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n i s t  
p a i n t e r s ;  i t  a l s o  s e r v e s  t o  d e f in e  a f a c e t  o f  t h e  Symbo­
l i s t  t e c h n i q u e .  T h is  e f f o r t  t o  d e p i c t  " th e  e f f e c t  p r o ­
duced"  by t h i n g s  l e a d s  him i n t o  c l o s e r  s t u d y  o f  h i s  l a n ­
g u ag e ,  i n t o  a r e - o r d e r i n g  o f  t h e  e lem e n ts  o f  t h e  s e n t e n c e ,  
i n t o  a c h o ic e  o f  v o c a b u l a r y  t h a t  r e f l e c t s  m u l t i p l e  f a c e t s  
o f  m ean in g .  As n e v e r  b e f o r e  he t a k e s  l i b e r t i e s  w i t h  s y n ­
t a x ;  e l l i p s i s  becomes more t h o r o u g h ly  e s t a b l i s h e d ;  i n v e r ­
s i o n s  and c o n v o l u t i o n s ,  a p p o s i t i o n s ,  ambiguous s y n t a c t i c a l  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  abound. In  e f f e c t ,  M allarme h a s  been  l e d  
i n t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  a new p o e t i c  id iom . Gone i s  t h e  f a ­
c i l e  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  poems e x p r e s s i n g  h i s  h a n t i s e . 
G r a d u a l l y ,  h i s  p o e t r y  becomes more d i f f i c u l t  t o  p e n e t r a t e  
a s  i t  i s  made to  r e f l e c t  a more complex r e a l i t y .  T h is  i s  
an i m p o r t a n t  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  i n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  
p o e t r y  and h i s  e s t h e t i c ;  h i s  own m e t a p h y s i c a l  q u e s t  l e a d s  
him i n t o  complex c o n c l u s i o n s  which he s e e k s  t o  weave i n t o  
h i s  work. These c o n c l u s i o n s  r e v o lv e  a ro u n d  t h e  p r e s e n c e  
o f  t h e  Void and  t h e  l o s s  o f  f a i t h  i n  t h e  I d e a l ,  t h e  Dream, 
t h a t  he h a s  y e a rn e d  t o  a p p reh e n d  i n  th e  f i r s t  p e r i o d  o f  
h i s  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n .  As he becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  con­
v i n c e d  o f  t h e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  t h e  Void, he works t o  enmesh 
t h i s  v e r y  Void ,  t h r o u g h  n e g a t i o n ,  i n t o  t h e  f a b r i c  o f  h i s  
w o rk .
There  seems to  be a s u g g e s t i o n  o f  a l l  t h e s e  c o n s i d ­
e r a t i o n s  i n  t h e  l e t t e r  he w ro te  to  C a z a l i s  i n  March o f  1865:
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J e  me s u i s  mis s e r i e u s e m e n t  a ma t r a g l d i e  d 1H ero d ia d e  
m oi,  s t e r i l e  e t  c r e p u s c u l a i r e ,  j 1 a i  p r i s  un s u j e t  
e f f r a y a n t ,  dont  l e s  s e n s a t i o n s ,  quand e l l e s  s o n t  v i v e s ,  
s o n t  amenees j u s q u ' a  l ' a t r o c i t e  e t ,  s i  e l l e s  f l o t t e n t ,  
o n t  1 ' a t t i t u d e  e t r a n g e  du m y s t e r e .  E t  mon v e r s ,  i l  
f a i t  mal p a r  i n s t a n t s  e t  b l e s s e  comme du f e r l  J ' a i ,
du r e s t e ,  l a ,  t r o u v e  une fa<?on in t i m e  e t  s i n g u l i e r e
de p e i n d r e ,  e t  de n o t e r  des im p r e s s i o n s  t r e s  f u g i t i v e s .  
A j o u te ,  p o u r  p l u s  de t e r r e u r ,  que c e s  i m p r e s s i o n s  se  
s u i v e n t  comme dans une symphonie,  e t  que j e  s u i s  s o u -  
v e n t  des j o u r n e e s  e n t i e r e s  a me demander s i  c e l l e - c i  
p e u t  accompagner  c e l l e - l a ,  q u e l l e  e s t  l e u r  p a r e n t e ,  
e t  l e u r  e f f e t . . . .  Tu ju g e s  que j e  f a i s  peu  de v e r s  en 
une s e m a i n e  3
M a l l a r m e ' s  agony o v e r  h i s  medium c o u l d  on ly  he com­
pounded  hy t h e  t r i a l s  he had  to  undergo  h o t h  i n  h i s  f a m i l y  
and a t  t h e  l y c e e . In  h i s  l e t t e r s  he r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  b i r t h
o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r  Genev ieve  d u r i n g  t h a t  w i n t e r  r o b s  t h e  h o u s e ­
h o l d  o f  p ea ce  and q u i e t ,  which a r e  so n e c e s s a r y  t o  h i s  
l a b o r s .  As f o r  h i s  c o n c e rn s  a b o u t  s c h o o l  p ro b lem s ,  t h e s e  
a r e  g r a p h i c a l l y  d e p i c t e d  f a r t h e r  on i n  th e  l e t t e r  q u o te d  
a b o v e :
A chaque i n s t a n t ,  mes p l u s  beaux e l a n s  ou de r a r e s  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n s ,  que j e  ne r e t r o u v e  p l u s ,  s o n t  in t e r r o m p u s  
p a r  l e  h id e u x  t r a v a i l  de pedagogue,  e t  quand j e  r e -  
v i e n s ,  avec  des p a p i e r s  au d e r r i e r e  e t  des  bonshommes 
s u r  mon m an teau ,  j e  s u i s  s i  f a t i g u e  que j e  ne  p u i s  que 
me r e p o s e r . 4
M alla rm e f e a r s  f o r  h i s  work and f o r  h i s  own m e n ta l  h e a l t h  
t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  w r i t i n g  to  C a z a l i s  i n  November of  1864 
t h a t  he w i l l  w r i t e  no more v e r s e :  "Pour l e s  v e r s ,  j e  s u i s
f i n i ,  j e  c r o i s :  i l  y a de g r a n d e s  l a c u n e s  dans mon c e r -
v e a u  q u i  e s t  devenu i n c a p a b l e  d 'u n e  p en s ee  s u i v i e  e t  d ' a p -
5
p l i c a t i o n . "  I n  l a t e  December, a g a in  t o  C a z a l i s ,  he 
s t a t e s :  " J ' a r r i v e  l a ,  f a t i g u e  de mes c l a s s e s ,  q u i  me
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v o l e n t  c e t t e  annee p r e s q u e  t o u t e s  mes h e u r e s ,  e t  G enev ieve
c o n t i n u e  a me b r i s e r  l a  t £ t e  avec s e s  c r i s ............" I n c a ­
p a b le  o f  e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  p l e a s u r e  o f  a c c o m p l i s h in g  h i s  
work, he can  a l lo w  h i m s e l f  no p l e a s u r e  a t  a l l :  " . . . . e t  j e
c h e rc h e  a  ne  v o i r  aucune j o i e  a f i n  de ne pas  c r o i r e  que 
c ' e s t  e l l e  l a  p r e f e r e e ,  e t  l a  cause  de ma co u p a b le  s t l r i -  
l i t e . " ^  Pour  days l a t e r ,  i n  a  l e t t e r  t o  M i s t r a l ,  he de­
f i n e s  h i s  im p asse :  " Je  s u i s  dans une c r u e l l e  p o s i t i o n :
l e s  c h o s e s  de l a  v i e  m' a p p a r a i s s e n t  t r o p  vaguement pour  
que j e  l e s  aime e t  j e  ne c r o i s  v i v r e  que l o r s q u e  j e  f a i s  
des v e r s ,  o r  j e  m 'e n n u ie  p a r c e  que j e  ne t r a v a i l l e  pas  e t  
d 'u n e  a u t r e  c b t e ,  j e  ne t r a v a i l l e  pas  p a r c e  que j e  m 'e n -
O
n u i e .  S o r t i r  de l a . "  J a n u a r y  of  1865 f i n d s  him a p p a r ­
e n t l y  i n  t h e  d e p th s  o f  d e s p a i r :  " E t r e  un v i e i l l a r d ,  f i n i ,
a  v i n g t - t r o i s  a n s ,  l o r s q u e  t o u s  ceux q u 'o n  aime v i v e n t  
dans l a  l u m i e r e  e t  l e s  f l e u r s . . . .  a  l '& g e  des c h e f s -
q
d ' o e u v r e i "  Even n a t u r e  i s  h o s t i l e  i n  t h i s  c i t y  which  he 
f i n d s  so  u g l y .  Thus, " . . . quand v i e n t  l ' h e u r e  s a i n t e  de 
J a c o b ,  l a  l u t t e  avec 1 ' I d e a l ,  j e  n ' a i  pas  l a  p u i s s a n c e  
d ' a l i g n e r  deux m o ts .  Et ce  s e r a  de m§me l e  len d em a in !
C i rc u m s ta n c e  c o n s p i r e s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  make Hero­
d ia d e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i f f i c u l t  o f  accom pl ishm en t .  Add to  
t h i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he hopes  t o  p roduce  a work on a s i g ­
n i f i c a n t l y  l a r g e r  s c a l e  t h a n  t h a t o f  t h e  H erod iade  u l t i ­
m a te l y  c o n s ig n e d  t o  p o s t e r i t y .  Mallarme w ish es  t o  make 
o f  i t  a  d r a m a t i c  work, i n  v e r s e ,  t o  be p e r fo rm ed  a t  t h e
77
Comedie F r a n p a i s e .  M oreover ,  t h i s  H e ro d ia d e  i s  t o  he com­
p l e t e l y  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s  own i m a g i n a t i o n ,  i n  h i s  words 
" . . . . pu rem en t  r £ v £ ,  e t  a b s o lu m en t  in d e p e n d a n t  de l ' h i s -  
t o i r e . . . .  Mais f e r a i - j e  j a m a i s  ma t r a g ^ d i e ,  mon t r i s t e  c e r -  
veau  e s t  i n c a p a b l e  de t o u t e  a p p l i c a t i o n ,  e t  r e s s e m b le  aux 
r u i s s e a u x  b a l a y e s  p a r  l e s  p o r t i e r e s .  Je  s u i s  un l& ch e ,  ou 
p e u t - S t r e  un m a lh eu reu x  a b r u t i  e t  e t e i n t  q u i  r e t r o u v e  p a r -  
f o i s  une l u e u r ,  m ais  ne s a i t  r e s p l e n d i r  p e n d a n t  h u i t  c e n t s  
vers ." '* ' '1' I n  June H e ro d ia d e  i s  t e m p o r a r i l y  abandoned:
" J ' a i  l a i s s l  H ero d iad e  p o u r  l e s  c r u e l s  h i v e r s :  c e t t e
oeuvre  s o l i t a i r e  m ' a v a i t  s t e r i l i s 6  e t ,  dans 1 ' i n t e r v a l l e ,  
j e  r im e un in term&de h e r o l q u e ,  dont l e  h e r o s  e s t  un 
F a u n e .
A l th o u g h  M allarm e abandons  t h e  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  Hero­
d i a d e , i t  i s  n o t  f o r  v e r y  l o n g .  When he resum es  i t ,  how­
e v e r ,  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  f a l l  (1865)> h i s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  
work h a s  changed :  " Je  commence H e r o d ia d e , non p l u s  t r a g e -
d i e ,  m a is  poe me . . . . The change i s  p rom pted  by t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  h i s  f r i e n d s  B a n v i l l e  and C o q u e l in ,  who had e n c o u ra g e d  
th e  o r i g i n a l  c o n c e p t i o n ,  " n ' y  on t  pas  r e n c o n t r e  1 ' a n e c d o te  
n e c e s s a i r e  que demande l e  p u b l i c ,  e t  m 'o n t  a f f i r m e  que 
c e l a  n ' i n t e r e s s e r a i t  que l e s  p o e t e s . " ' 1'^ Mallarme e v i d e n t l y  
w ro te  t h e  "Scene d 'H e r o d i a d e "  f i r s t ,  which i s  i n  r e a l i t y  
t h e  m id d le  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  v e r s i o n ,  a p p a r e n t l y  
f i n i s h i n g  i t  by l a t e  1865> and  th e n  th e  " O u v e r tu re  A n c i -  
e n n e , "  w h ich  he h ad  s k e t c h e d  i n  i t s  main l i n e s  by March,
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1866. The " C a n t iq u e  de S a i n t  Jean "  d a t e s  f rom  a  l a t e r ,  u n -
18s p e c i f i e d  p e r i o d .  These s e p a r a t e  p a r t s  were  n o t  f i n i s h e d  
o f  a p i e c e ,  how ever ,  f o r  t h e  work r e m a in e d  u n d e r  s c r u t i n y  
and dev e lo p m en t  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  M a l l a r m e 's  
l i f e .  I n  1886 ,  i n  1891, i n  1896 and a g a i n  i n  1 8 9 8 , th e  
y e a r  o f  h i s  d e a th ,  t h e r e  a r e  m en t io n s  i n  h i s  c o r r e sp o n d e n ce  
of  h i s  i n t e n t i o n  to  " a c h e v e r  H e r o d i a d e . 11 I n  a d d i t i o n  to  
t h e s e  t h r e e  s e c t i o n s ,  w hich  com prise  t h e  work a s  p r e s e n t e d  
in  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n ,  t h e r e  was a s e r i e s  o f  f ra g m en ts  
which M allarm e a p p a r e n t l y  p la n n e d  to  i n c o r p o r a t e  i n  th e  
f i n a l  v e r s i o n ,  had  he e v e r  b e e n  a b l e  t o  f i n i s h  the  work. 
G ardner  D a v ie s ,  i n  h i s  L e s  Noces d 'H e r o d i a d e , e s t a b l i s h e s  
what he t h i n k s  must have  b een  th e  p l a n  f o r  t h e  e n t i r e  work.
T h is  e v i d e n t  o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  and a b i d i n g  d e d i c a t i o n  
to  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  m a jo r  work l e a d s  t o  t h e  c o n c lu ­
s io n  t h a t  H e ro d iad e  r e p r e s e n t s  more t o  th e  p o e t  t h a n  j u s t  
a  c h a r a c t e r  s t u d y  w i t h  w hich  he became f a s c i n a t e d .  Viewing 
i t  as  an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  " i n t e n s e  l o v e  f o r  a 
poem and  t h e  d e s p e r a t e  d i f f i c u l t y  he u n d e rw en t  i n  a c h i e v i n g  
i t , "  F ow l ie  c o n c lu d e s :  "On one l e v e l  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,
H ero d iad e  i s  a  c o l d  v i r g i n a l  p r i n c e s s  who s t a n d s  a l o o f  
from t h e  w o r l d  o f  men, b u t  she  may a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  poem 
i t s e l f ,  so d i f f i c u l t  to  s e i z e  and p o s s e s s  t h a t  th e  p o e t  
u l t i m a t e l y  d e s p a i r s  o f  knowing i t . " ^  Her s p le n d o r  and 
h e r  m a g n i f i c e n c e  a r e  sy m b o l ic  o f  s t e r i l i t y ,  f o r  h e r  b e a u ty  
i s  c o l d  and i n a c c e s s i b l e ,  and t h e r e f o r e  i t  "summarizes t h e
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17v o i d  o f  l i f e  and hence  t r a n s l a t e s  a p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c o n cep t ."  
B e au ty  and s a d n e ss  have b een  e q u a t e d  by e a r l i e r  n i n e t e e n t h -  
c e n t u r y  p o e t s :  an aw a re n e s s  o f  th e  b e a u t i f u l  s t i m u l a t e s  a
f e e l i n g  o f  sa d n es s  as  w e l l  a s  e x a l t a t i o n .  A knowledge o f  
t h e  b e a u t i f u l  evokes s a d n e s s  b e c a u s e  man r e a l i z e s  t h a t  any 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n  of  i t s  p r e s e n c e  on e a r t h  i s  b u t  a  p a r t i a l  
v iew  o f  I d e a l  B e au ty .  And i t  i s  ep h em era l  b e s i d e s .  T h is  
i s  t h e  i d e a  embodied i n  K e a t s '  Ode on M elancho ly  i n  which 
he s t r e s s e s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  m e la n c h o ly  d e r i v e s  from an aw are­
n e s s  o f  t h e  t r a n s c i e n c e  o f  b e a u t y ,  and a g a i n  i n  h i s  "La 
B e l l e  Lame Sans M e r c i , "  i n  w h ich ,  a f t e r  e x p e r i e n c i n g  I d e a l  
B e a u ty ,  t h e  hero  i s  g iv e n  t o  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n  b ec au se  he 
ca n n o t  a c c e p t  a n y t h in g  l e s s .  B e au ty  i n  H ero d iad e  i s  f r i g i d  
and c o n c e n t r a t e d  and im m ob i le .  Her i n i t i a l  p o s i t i o n  i s  one 
of  n e g a t i o n  of  t h e  n a t u r a l  ebb and  f low  of  l i f e .
H erod iade  i s  b a s e d  upon t h e  l e g e n d  o f  Salome and
S a i n t  John th e  B a p t i s t ;  i t  r e - c r e a t e s  t h e  i n c i d e n t  o f  t h e
d e c a p i t a t i o n ,  b u t  h e r e  a l l  s i m i l a r i t y  w i t h  t h e  l e g e n d  en d s .
The h e r o i n e  b e a r s  t h e  name o f  t h e  m o the r  r a t h e r  t h a n  h e r
own, f o r  s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s  w hich  M allarm e e x p l a i n e d :  "La
p l u s  b e l l e  page de mon o eu v re  s e r a  c e l l e  q u i  ne c o n t i e n d r a
que ce nom d i v i n  H4ro_dia.de. Le peu  d ' i n s p i r a t i o n  que j 1 a i
eu ,  j e  l e  d o i s  a ce nom, e t  j e  c r o i s  que s i  mon h e r o i n e
s ' e t a i t  a p p e le e  Salome, j ' e u s s e  i n v e n t e  ce mot sombre, e t
18ro u g e  comme une g re n ad e  o u v e r t e ,  H e r o d i a d e . "  The s o n o r ­
i t y  o f  t h e  name, t h e r e f o r e ,  a p p e a l e d  to  h im. F u r th e rm o re ,
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he w ish e d ,  a s  i n d i c a t e d  e a r l i e r ,  t o  c r e a t e  a work d i f f e r e n t  
f rom t h o s e  which  t h e  Salome l e g e n d  was i n s p i r i n g  i n  h i s  own 
day.  T h is  i s  t h e  i d e a  e x p r e s s e d  i n  h i s  n o t e s  which  G ardner  
D avies  i n c l u d e s  j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e  " P r e lu d e "  i n  t h e  r e c o n ­
s t r u c t e d  v e r s i o n :
J ' a i  l a i s s e  l e  nom d 'H e r o d i a d e  p o u r  b i e n  l a  d i f f e r e n -  
c i e r  de l a  Salome je  d i r a i  moderne ou exhumee avec  son 
f a i t - d i v e r s  a r c h a l q u e — l a  d an se ,  e t c . ,  l ' i s o l e r  comme 
1 ' o n t  f a i t  des t a b l e a u x  s o l i t a i r e s  dans l e  f a i t  m§me 
t e r r i b l e ,  m y s t e r i e u x — e t  f a i r e  m i r o i t e r  ce q u i  p r o b a b l e -  
ment h a n t a ,  e n -a p p a ru e  avec  son a t t r i b u t — l e  c h e f  du 
s a i n t — dftt l a  d e m o i s e l l e  c o n s t i t u e r  un m o n s t re  aux 
amants v u l g a i r e s  de l a  v i e . 19
A n a l y s i s  of  th e  work i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  s tu d y  w i l l  f o l ­
low t h e  d i v i s i o n s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n ,  w i th  
commentary upon th e  a d d i t i o n a l  f r a g m e n t s  a s  deemed n e c e s ­
s a r y .
The "O u v e r tu re "  i s  an  i n c a n t a t i o n  d e l i v e r e d  by th e  
o ld  n u r s e  o f  H ero d iad e ,  who p e r c e i v e s  i n  t h e  dawn t h e  p o r ­
t e n t s  o f  t r a g i c  days a h e a d .  The o p en in g  movement d e f i n e s  
a n e g a t i v e  p l a c e — t h e  to w er  which  i s  t h e  abode o f  H e ro d i ­
ade .  T h is  tow er  i s  d e s c r i b e d  v a r i o u s l y  as  " n o t r e  t o u r  
s a c r i f i c a t r i c e  e t  f u n e r a i r e , /  Lourde t o m b e . . . . "  ( 1 1 .  5-6)  
and " . . . . d e s  pays dechus e t  t r i s t e s  l e  m a n o i r l "  ( l .  8 )
The t im e  i s  dawn, b u t  a dawn a b o l i s h e d ; t h e  b a s i n  o f  t h e  
f o u n t a i n  i s  e q u a l l y  a b o l i s h e d :  "Pas de c l a p o te m e n t !  L ' e a u  
morne se  r e s i g n e , "  as  i t  r e f l e c t s  "1 ' abandon de l ' a u t o m n e  
e t e i g n a n t  en e l l e  son b r a n d o n . "  ( l l .  9 ,  1 1 -1 2 )  The w a te r  
i s  now a " p a l e  m auso lee"  ( l .  1 3 ) i n  w hich  t h e  swan b u r i e s  
i t s  h e a d .  The p u r p le  o f  t h e  " a b o l i s h e d "  dawn and th e  poo l
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a r e  a c c o m p l i c e s ,  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  same p o r t r a y a l  o f  au­
tum nal  ( a n d  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  s p i r i t u a l )  d e a t h .  There  i s  a  
window open upon t h i s  s p e c t a c l e ,  how ever ,  w hich  p r e v e n t s  
t h e  n u r s e  f rom b l o t t i n g  i t  o u t .
The chamber i s  th e n  d e p i c t e d ;  i t  i s  " . . .  une chambre 
s i n g u l i e r e . . . a t t i r a i l /  De s i e c l e s  b e l l i q u e u x ,  o f r k v r e r i e  
e t e i n t e , "  ( 1 1 . 20 - 2 1 ) a room f i l l e d  w i t h  t h e  t r a p p i n g s  o f  
war and l a d e n  w i th  t im e :  "A l e  n e i g e u x  j a d i s  pour  a n c i e n n e
t e i n t e . . . "  ( l .  22) The n u r s e  t h i n k s  o f  one o f  h e r  d r e s s e s ,  
a p p a r e n t l y  l o c k e d  in  a c h e s t :  "ma r o b e  b l a n c h i e  en l ' i v o i r e
ferm e"  ( 1 . 2 7 ) ,  p e rh a p s  h e r  wedding d r e s s ,  which  l e a d s  h e r  
by a s s o c i a t i o n  to  c o n s i d e r  H e ro d ia d e ,  t h e  young p r i n c e s s  
whose n u r s e  she has  b ee n .  The aroma o f  t h i s  d r e s s  i s  so 
u n l i k e  t h a t  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  H e ro d iad e  and h e r  bed :  " . . . u n
a r b m e , /  L o in  du l i t  v i d e  q u 'u n  c i e r g e  s o u f f l e  c a c h a i t , /  Un 
ardme d ' o r s  f r o i d s . . . . "  ( 1 1 .  30-32) The empty bed  and t h e  
f r i g i d  g o l d  aroma evoke t h e  s p e c t e r  o f  H e ro d ia d e * s  v i r ­
g i n i t y .  J u s t  as  t h e  f i r s t  movement c l o s e s  w i t h  a v iew  
"from t h e  i n s i d e  l o o k i n g  o u t , "  a  v ie w  o f  t h e  dy ing  autumn 
dawn, t h i s  second  movement c l o s e s  w i t h  t h e  o p p o s i t e  p e r ­
s p e c t i v e .  Lawn h as  e n t e r e d  t h e  chamber:  "Une Aurore  t r a i -
n a i t  s e s  a i l e s  dans l e s  l a r m e s l "  ( l .  3 7 )*
The t h i r d  movement o f  t h e  " O u v e r tu r e "  i n t r o d u c e s  a 
v o i c e ,  and t h e  n u r s e  wonders i f  i t  i s  n o t  h e r  own, a  v o i c e  
e q u a l l y  l a d e n  w i th  t im e ,  a v o i c e  i n  seem ing  d i a lo g u e  w i th  
t im e :  " E l l e ,  e n c o re ,  l ' a n t i e n n e  aux v e r s e t s
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d em an d eu rs . . . . "  ( l .  52) Bu t  h e r e  a g a i n  t h e  n e g a t i v e  f o r c e s  
p r e v a i l :  " E t ,  f o r c e  du s i l e n c e  e t  des  n o i r e s  t & n e b r e s /
Tout r e n t r e  ega lem en t  en l ' a n c i e n  p a s s e , /  E a t i d i q u e ,  v a i n -  
cu, m onotone ,  l a s s e , /  Comme 1 1eau  des b a s s i n s  a n c i e n s  se  
r e s i g n e . "  ( 1 1 .  54-57)
The f i n a l  movement o f  t h e  " O u v e r tu r e "  d e v e lo p s  t h e  
i d e a  o f  H e r o d i a d e ' s  s t e r i l i t y :  h e r  b ed  i s  l a i d  w i th  p a r c h ­
ment,  n o t  l i n e n .  I t  i s  c o l d ,  h a r d ,  and v a c a n t ;  n o t  a bed  
f o r  l o v e ,  and  dream, and c r e a t i v e n e s s :  "Qui des r § v e s  p a r
p l i s  n ' a  p l u s  l e  c h e r  g r i m o i r e "  ( l .  6 1 ) ;  n o r ,  f o r  t h a t  
m a t t e r ,  i s  i t  a  bed  i n  w h ich  one may a w a i t  an o r d i n a r y  
d e a th :  "Ni l e  d a i s  s e p u l c r a l  a  l a  d e s e r t e  m o i r e . . . . "
( l .  62) H ero d iad e  i s  t h e n  d e p i c t e d  a s  a " f r o i d e  e n f a n t , "  
s o l i t a r y ,  unaccom panied  by any a n g e l  i n  h e r  e n ig m a t i c  wan­
d e r i n g s .  The n u r s e  r e g r e t s  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  t im e ,  t h e  ab­
sence  o f  t h e  f a t h e r  who i s  away on h i s  m i l i t a r y  campaigns  
and who does n o t  know t h a t  " . . . l a  g o rg e  a n c ie n n e  e s t  
t a r i e . . . , "  ( l .  7 4 ) t h a t  s h e ,  t h e  n u r s e ,  no l o n g e r  communi­
c a t e s  w i t h  h e r  c h a rg e .  E v e r y t h i n g  p o r t e n d s  d i s a s t e r .  T h is  
c h i l d  i s  " e x i l e e  en son c o e u r  p r e c i e u x /  Comme un cygne c a -  
c h a n t  en s a  plume s e s  y e u x . . . . "  ( 1 1 . 9 1 - 9 2 ) ;  t h i s  movement 
tow ard  i n t e r i o r i t y ,  t h i s  r e t u r n  upon h e r s e l f ,  i s  an e f f o r t  
t o  f i n d  p u r i t y :  " . . . p o u r  v o i r  l e s  d ia m a n t s  e l u s /  D'une
e t o i l e  m o u ra n te ,  e t  q u i  ne  b r i l l e  p l u s . "  ( l l .  95 -96)  But 
t h e  n u r s e  knows t h a t  t h e  p u r i t y  t o  be fo u n d  t h e r e  i s  a 
k i n d  o f  d e a th ,  an a r r e s t ,  i n  n a r c i s s i s m ,  o f  t h e  norm al
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p s y c h o l o g i c a l  development o f  t h e  p e r s o n ,  and t h e r e f o r e  a 
s t a r  t h a t  c e a s e s  t o  s h i n e .  The " O u v e r tu r e "  c l o s e s  w i t h  
t h i s  dim p r o s p e c t  o f  a k i n d  o f  s p i r i t u a l  or  em o t io n a l  
d e a th  f o r  t h e  g i r l .
The "Scene d 'H e r o d ia d e "  i s  an e n c o u n t e r  be tw een  th e  
Nurse  and  H e ro d iad e ,  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  form o f  a d i a l o g u e  
be tw een  t h e  g i r l  and t h e  N urse  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  r e t u r n  o f  th e  
fo rm er  from one o f  h e r  m y s t e r i o u s  o u t i n g s .  Joyous a t  h e r  
r e t u r n ,  t h e  Nurse makes an e f f o r t  t o  k i s s  t h e  p r i n c e s s '  
hand ,  whereupon th e  l a t t e r  r e c o i l s  i n  d i s g u s t .  She sp e a k s  
h a u g h t i l y ,  i n  words which  i n d i c a t e  c l e a r l y  t h e  d eg ree  to  
which  she i s  c l o s e d  w i t h i n  h e r s e l f  and t h a t  she c o n s i d e r s  
t h e  N u r s e ' s  g e s t u r e  a v i o l a t i o n  o f  h e r  p u r i t y .  T h is  t u r n  
to w ard  inw ard  p u r i t y  i s  s y m b o l iz e d  i n  t h e  words:  " . . . e t
j ' e f f e u i l l e , /  . . . /  Les p a l e s  l y s  q u i  s o n t  en  m o i . . . . "
(1 1 .  29-31)  She asks  i n s t e a d  t h a t  t h e  N urse  h e l p  h e r  comb 
h e r  h a i r ,  t h o s e  "cheveux im m acules"  and  " im m o r te l s "  w hich  
i n c a r n a t e  on t h e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e  t h a t  i n n e r  p u r i t y  w hich  
she h a s  a c h i e v e d .  The Nurse  o f f e r s  p e r fu m es  f o r  h e r  h a i r ,  
which p ro v o k es  a s eco n d  movement o f  r e c o i l  by t h e  p r i n c e s s .  
She p r o c l a i m s  t h a t  she w an ts  h e r  h a i r  t o  g i v e  o f f ,  r a t h e r  
t h a n  t h e  perfume o f  f l o w e r s  which  l e n d s  f o r g e t f u l n e s s  of  
human p a i n ,  t h e  s t e r i l e  c o l d n e s s  o f  m e t a l s  a s  i t  h a s  been  
r e f l e c t e d  i n  a l l  t h e  t r a p p i n g s  o f  war ,  t h e  weaponry ,  t h a t  
h a s  a d o rn e d  th e  w a l l s  o f  h e r  home s i n c e  c h i l d h o o d .  She 
l o o k s  i n t o  a m i r r o r ,  w hich  h a s  b e e n  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  h e r
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c o n t e m p l a t i o n  many t im e s  b e f o r e  a s  she s o u g h t  t h r o u g h  memo­
r y  and s e l f - c o n t e m p l a t i o n  to  a r r i v e  a t  a p u re  aw a re n ess  o f  
s e l f ,  w here ,  s t a t i c  and i n v i o l a t e ,  she  c o u l d  o o n t in u e  t o  
l i v e  f r e e  f rom  t h e  t h r e a t s  o f  t h e  i m p u r i t i e s  o f  l i f e .  She 
h as  a r r i v e d  a t  t h i s  f i n a l  s t a g e ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  i s  n o t  a  p a i n ­
l e s s  one: "Mais, h o r r e u r !  des s o i r s ,  dans  t a  s&v&re f o n -
t a i n e  ( i . e . ,  i n  t h e  m i r r o r ) , /  J ' a i  de mon r&ve £ p a r s  connu 
l a  n u d i t e . "  ( 1 1 . 54 - 5 5 ) For a l l  h e r  d e s i r e  to  r e m a in  p u re ,  
s u f f i c i e n t  u n to  h e r s e l f ,  i n v i o l a t e ,  she  i s  s t i l l  endowed 
w i t h  enough hum anity  to  f i n d  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  s o l i t u d e  p a i n ­
f u l .  The b u rd e n  o f  t o t a l  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e  m ust  f i g u r e  h e r e  
as w e l l .
For  t h e  p r i n c e s s  n eed s  r e a s s u r a n c e ;  she  t u r n s  to  
th e  Nurse  w i t h  a  q u e s t i o n :  " N o u r r i c e ,  s u i s - j e  b e l l e ? "
( 1 .  56) As one o f  th e  g i r l ' s  t r e s s e s  f a l l s ,  t h e  Nurse 
moves t o  p u t  i t  i n  p l a c e ,  whereupon t h i s  t h i r d  a t t e m p t  to  
t o u c h  H e ro d iad e  p rovokes  th e  s t e r n e s t  r e b u k e  y e t  g iv e n .
The p r i n c e s s  c h a rg e s  h e r  w i th  " i m p i e t e "  and " s a c r i l e g e , "  
and s e e s  i n  t h e s e  e f f o r t s  an ominous p r e s a g e  o f  t r a g e d y .
The Nurse  can  no lo n g e r  c o n t a i n  t h e  m a t t e r  t h a t  i s  t r o u b ­
l i n g  h e r ;  she  a s k s  H erod iade  f o r  whom she  i s  r e s e r v i n g  h e r  
d a z z l i n g  b e a u t y .  The p r i n c e s s  a n s w e rs ,
. . . c ' e s t  pour  moi, pour  moi,  que j e  f l e u r i s ,  d e s e r t e !  
Vous l e  s a v e z ,  j a r d i n s  d f a m e t h y s t e ,  e n f o u i s  
Sans f i n  dans de s a v a n t s  ab im es e b l o u i s ,
Ors i g n o r e s ,  g a r d a n t  v o t r e  a n t i q u e  l u m i l r e  
Sous l e  sombre sommeil d 'u n e  t e r r e  p r e m ie r e ,
Vous, p i e r r e s  ou mes yeux comme de p u r s  b i j o u x  
Em prun ten t  l e u r  c l a r t e  m e lo d ie u s e ,  e t  vous
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Metaux q u i  donnez a ma jeu n e  c h e v e l u r e  
Une s p l e n d e u r  f a t a l e  e t  s a  m a ss iv e  a l l u r e !
(1 1 . 98- 1 0 6 )
Any e f f o r t  t o  remove h e r  from t h i s  p u r e ,  i n e r t  s t a t e  would 
k i l l  h e r ,  she a f f i r m s ,  f o r  " J ' a i m e  l ' h o r r e u r  d ' § t r e  v i e r g e  
e t  j e  v e u x /  V iv re  parm i 1 ' e f f r o i  que me f o n t  mes c h e v e u x . . . "  
( 1 1 .  116 -117 )  In  d i s m i s s i n g  t h e  N u rse ,  H e ro d ia d e  a s k s  t h a t  
she c l o s e  t h e  s h u t t e r s  s i n c e  " . . . . l ' a z u r /  S e r a p h iq u e  s o u r i t  
dans l e s  v i t r e s  p r o f o n d e s , /  E t  j e  d e t e s t e ,  m oi,  l e  h e l  
a z u r ! "  ( 1 1 .  134-136)  L e f t  a l o n e ,  H e ro d ia d e  t h e n  g i v e s  t h e  
l i e  t o  t h i s  seeming s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  and i n f e r i o r i t y  t h a t  
she  h a s  d i s p l a y e d :  "Vous m en tez ,  5 f l e u r  n u e /  Le mes
l e v r e s . /  J ' a t t e n d s  une chose  i n c o n n u e  " ( 1 1 .  148-150)
The c l o s i n g  l i n e s  s i g n a l  t h e  emergence o f  a thaw: " . . . s e n ­
f a n t  parmi l e s  r e v e r i e s /  Se s e p a r e r  e n f i n  s e s  f r o i d e s  
p i e r r e r i e s . "  ( 1 1 . 1 5 3 - 1 5 4 )
The "C an t iq u e  de S a i n t  Jean"  d e p i c t s  t h e  d e c a p i t a ­
t i o n  o f  S t .  John .  I t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  
work i s  made c l e a r  by f r a g m e n t s  which  have  come t o  l i g h t  
s i n c e  th e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  Oeuvres 
C o m p le te s , a b o u t  which  more w i l l  be s a i d .  Prom th e  s t a n d ­
p o i n t  o f  S a i n t  John ,  t h e  " C a n t iq u e "  i s  a t r i u m p h a n t  song, 
d e l i v e r e d  a t  t h e  moment o f  h i s  d e c a p i t a t i o n .  As h i s  h e a d  
i s  s e v e r e d ,  a l l  movement i n  t im e  and s p a c e  seems a r r e s t e d :  
"Le s o l e i l  que s a  h a l t e /  S u r n a t u r e l l e  e x a l t e /  A u s s i t o t  r e -  
d e s c e n d /  I n c a n d e s c e n t . "  ( 1 1 .  1 -4 )  L a rk n e s s  b e g i n s  t o  f o l d  
over  t h e  s a i n t .  One s l i g h t  movement i s  n o t e d — th e  upward
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s u r g e  o f  t h e  h ea d  due t o  t h e  im p ac t  o f  t h e  b l a d e :  "Et  ma
t § t e  s u r g i e /  S o l i t a i r e  v i g i e /  Dans l e s  v o l s  t r i o m p h a u x /  De 
c .e t t e  f a u x . . . . "  (1 1 .  9 -1 2 )  A l l  p r e v i o u s  t e n s i o n  be tw een  
body and s p i r i t  a r e  d i s s o l v e d  th ro u g h  t h e  w ork ings  o f  t h e  
b l a d e .  The s u p e r n a t u r a l  h a l t  of  t h e  sun i n  t h e  heavens  
d r a m a t i z e s  t h i s  u p s u r g e .  Bu t  t h e n  t h e  u p s u rg e  i s  o n ly  a 
f l a s h ;  t h e  h ea d  i s  d e s t i n e d  t o  d e sc en d .  Th is  d e s c e n t  i s  
made a l l  t h e  more humble by th e  em phasis  on t h e  b o u n c in g  
movement: " Q u ' e l l e ,  de j e u n e s  i v r e s  /  S ' o p in iS . t r e a
s u i v r e /  En q u e lq u e  bon h a g a r d /  Son pur  r e g a r d . . . . "
(1 1 .  1 7 -2 0 )  Th is  "p u re  g l a n c e "  o f  t h e  s a i n t ,  however,  
does n o t  descen d ;  i t  r i s e s :  "L a -h a u t  ou l a  f r o i d u r e /
E t e r n e l l e  n ' e n d u r e /  Que vous  l e  s u r p a s s i e z /  Tous 5 g l a ­
c i e r s . . . . "  ( 1 1 .  21-24)  T h is  e t e r n a l  c o l d  i s  such  t h a t  i t  
s u r p a s s e s  t h a t  o f  a l l  t h e  g l a c i e r s  i n  t h e  w o r ld .  The 
s p i r i t  h a s  r e t u r n e d  t o  i t s  s o u r c e ,  w h erea s  t h e  m o r t a l  h e a d  
r e m a in s  b e h i n d  t o  bow i n  s a l u t e  t o  t h a t  s o u r c e :  "Mais
s e l o n  un b ap tS m e /  I l l u m i n e e  au rnSme/ P r i n c i p e  qu i  rn '&Lut/ 
Penche  un s a l u t . "  ( l l .  25 -28)  I t  i s  t h i s  c r e a t i v e  s o u r c e  
which  h a s  e l e c t e d  t h e  s a i n t ,  endowing him w i th  h i s  u n r e ­
l e n t i n g  u r g e  t o  p e r f e c t i o n .  The u l t i m a t e  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  
A b s o lu te  h a s  been  a t t a i n e d  a t  t h e  expense  o f  t h e  m o r t a l  
man.
What i s  t h e  m ean ing  o f  H ero d iad e  i n  te rm s  o f  t h e  
c r i s i s  w h ich  M allarme i s  u n d e rg o in g  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  h i s  
l i f e ?  A poem so complex may r e a s o n a b l y  be e x p e c te d  t o
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y i e l d  meaning  on v a r i o u s  l e v e l s ;  t h i s  M allarm e h as  e n s u r e d .  
Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y  f o r  t h i s  s t u d y ,  however,  H e ro d iad e  d e a l s  
w i th  t h e  theme o f  a r t i s t i c  s t e r i l i t y ,  what Pow lie  te rm s
" th e  s t a g g e r i n g  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a c h i e v i n g  t h e  b i r t h  o f  a
20poem." C e r t a i n l y ,  t h e  f r a g m e n t s  c o l l e c t e d  by D av ies  and 
t h e  c o n c l u s i o n s  he draws b a s e d  upon t h e s e  f r a g m e n t s ,  r e ­
q u i r e  a m o d i f i c a t i o n ,  an  a t t e n u a t i o n  o f  N o w l i e ' s  judgm ent .  
T h is  i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  b u t  F o w l i e ' s  v iew  does n o t  s u f f i c i e n t l y  
t a k e  i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h e  m ean ing  o f  t h e  a p p a r e n t  thaw a t  t h e  
end o f  t h e  "Scene d 'H e r o d i a d e , "  f o r  t h e  work does n o t  end 
on t h e  n e g a t i v e  n o t e  i m p l i e d  i n  h i s  s t a t e m e n t .  However, 
t o  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  e x t e n t ,  P o w l i e ' s  a s s e r t i o n  i s  v a l i d :  
t h i s  does s y m b o l iz e  t h e  b i r t h  o f  t h e  poem, b u t  i t  can  no 
l o n g e r  be v iew ed  a s  i m p o s s i b l e — d i f f i c u l t ,  c e r t a i n l y ,  and 
demanding of  g r e a t  s a c r i f i c e  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  c r e a t o r ,  
b u t  n o t  i m p o s s i b l e .
As t h e  work a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n ,  t h e  
dominant  movement i s  one o f  w i th d r a w a l :  H ero d iad e  moves
away from t h e  o u t s i d e  w o r ld  and  i n t o  h e r s e l f .  The N urse ,  
who s y m b o l i z e s  t h e  c a l l  t o  l i f e ,  f e a r s  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c e s s  
i s  moving away from t h e  m a in s t r e a m  o f  l i f e ;  she a t t e m p t s  
t o  c a l l  h e r  back  by t h r e e  sy m b o l ic  g e s t u r e s ,  t h r e e  e f f o r t s  
t o  to u c h  h e r .  H e ro d ia d e  r e c o i l s  i n  a n g e r  from each  a t ­
t e m p t ,  r e a f f i r m i n g  v i g o r o u s l y  h e r  i n t e n t  t o  rem a in  a l o o f  
and h e r m e t i c ,  i n v i o l a t e  and  i n t e g r a l .  At t h i s  p o i n t ,  i t  
i s  ea sy  t o  e q u a t e  t h e  N u rs e ,  who se e k s  t o  c a r e s s  H ero d iad e
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and t o  d e te rm in e  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h e r  l i f e ,  w i t h  th e  p o e t .
The work he i s  s e e k in g  to  coax i n t o  r e a l i t y  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
t h e  poem i t s e l f ,  h e r e  s y m b o l iz e d  by t h e  p r i n c e s s  who i s  
f l o w e r i n g  i n  a  ga rden  o f  p r e c i o u s  s t o n e s ,  f l o w e r i n g ,  as  
she s a y s ,  f o r  h e r s e l f  a l o n e ,  l i v i n g  and l o v i n g  to  l i v e  i n  
t h e  h o r r o r  o f  b e in g  v i r g i n ,  b u r n i n g  f rom  t h i s  v e r y  p u r i t y  
she i n c a r n a t e s .  E v e r y t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  
h a u g h ty  p r i n c e s s  s u g g e s t s  c o l d n e s s  and s t e r i l i t y ,  w h e th e r  
i t  be t h e  c o l o r  o f  h e r  h a i r  which h a s  t h e  s t e r i l e ,  c o l d  
sheen  o f  m e t a l ,  or  t h e  p r e c i o u s  s t o n e s  i n  which  she f i n d s  
a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h e r s e l f .  L i f e  m ust  be d e n i e d  in  t h i s  
h a u g h ty ,  i n t r o s p e c t i v e  p r i n c e s s .  Her n u d i t y  i s  l i k e n e d  t o  
a w h i t e  s h i v e r ,  c o n t r a s t e d  im m e d ia te ly  w i t h  " l e  t i e d e  a z u r  
d ' e t e , "  ( 1 . 1 1 2 ) a n o t h e r  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  c a l l  t o  l i f e ,  
e v o c a t i v e  o f  t h e  male p r i n c i p l e :  "Quant a  t o i ,  f e m m e . . . . /
P r o p h e t i s e  que s i  l e  t i e d e  a z u r  d ' e t e , /  V ers  l u i  n a t i v e -  
ment l a  femme se  d e v o i l e , /  Me v o i t  dans ma pudeur  g r e l o t -  
t a n t e  d ' e t o i l e , /  Je  m e u rs ! "  (1 1 .  107 ,  1 1 2 -115)*  But i t  i s  
t h i s  e v e n t u a l i t y  t h a t  she i s  so v i g o r o u s l y  s e e k in g  to  c i r ­
cumvent.  I t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p u re  poem r e f u s i n g  to  be 
coaxed  from i t s  r e a lm  o f  n o n - b e i n g .  H e ro d ia d e  r e m a in s  f o r  
t h e  t im e  b e i n g  w i t h i n  " l ' h o r r e u r  d ' S t r e  v i e r g e , "  a f f i r m i n g  
t h a t  sh e  w is h e s  t o  r em a in  "parm i I ’ e f f r o i  que me f o n t  mes 
c h e v e u x . . . "  ( l .  117)* Send ing  th e  N urse  away, she moves 
i n s t i n c t i v e l y  away from t h e  a z u re  once a g a i n ,  t h e r e b y
21g u a r d in g  h e r s e l f  " a g a i n s t  t h e  male f e c u n d i t y  o f  t h e  s u n . "
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As soon  as  she  i s  a l o n e ,  how ever ,  H e ro d iad e  d e s t r o y s  t h i s  
whole p o s t u r e  o f  r e j e c t i o n  and  c a l c u l a t e d  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y .  
She c o n f e s s e s  a w a i t i n g  so m e th in g  unknown t o  h e r .  On t h e  
sy m b o l ic  p l a n e ,  t h i s  unknown f a c t o r  seems to  be t h e  p o e t -  
c r e a t o r  t h a t  t h e  work a w a i t s ,  t h e  one who must be im m ola ted  
t o  t h e  a c h ie v e m e n t  o f  t h e  work. Cohn c o n f i rm s  t h i s  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n :  "U n d ern ea th  H e r o d i a d e , i n  sum, i s  t h e  dream of
a  p r o l o n g e d  c h i ld h o o d :  a  f i e r c e r  s t r u g g l e  th a n  m o s t ,  a
t e n s e r  drama l e a d i n g  to  a  more e x p l o s i v e  r e s o l u t i o n ,  and
a r i c h e r  r e s u l t ,  t h e  m a t u r i t y  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  or  h i s  w o r k ' s  
22r i p e n e s s ."
Viewed a s  p a r t  o f “t h e  myth o f  p o e t i c  c r e a t i o n ,  t h e  
" C a n t iq u e "  r e v o l v e s  a ro u n d  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  immola­
t i o n  b e f o r e  h i s  t a s k .  The p o e t  may a t t a i n  h i s  v i s i o n  i n  
a l l  i t s  p u r i t y ;  he may a c h i e v e  th e  d ream ed -o f  work, b u t  
o n ly  a t  t h e  expense  o f  s e l f .  But more must  be s a i d  ab o u t  
t h e  " C a n t iq u e "  i n  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  D a v ie s '  c o n c l u s i o n s .
He d e t e r m i n e s  t h e  o r d e r  which  he f e e l s  t h e  work would have  
t a k e n  i f  M a l la rm e  had  b een  a b l e  to  f i n i s h  i t  b e f o r e  h i s  
d e a t h ,  an o r d e r  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  g iv e n  i n  th e  
P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n .  The s e e m in g ly  u n r e l a t e d  "C an t iq u e "  of  
t h e  P l e i a d e  v e r s i o n  w ould  t h e r e f o r e  be i n t i m a t e l y  u n i t e d  
w i t h  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  work by m a t e r i a l  p r o v i d e d  i n  f r a g ­
m e n ts ,  i n t e n d e d  t o  f i g u r e  i n  a f i n a l  v e r s i o n  to  be e n t i t l e d  
Les Noces d 'H e r o d ia d e :  M y s t k r e . The f r a g m e n t s  r e v e a l  t h a t  
t h e  p r i n c e s s  h a s  g iv e n  t h e  o r d e r  t h a t  S a i n t  John be
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b e h e ad e d  a f t e r  t h e  N u rse  h a s  r a i s e d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  already- 
d i s c u s s e d  i n  " S e i n e , "  i . e . ,  "For  whom a r e  you s a v in g  t h e s e  
t r e a s u r e s ? "  The q u e s t i o n  f o r c e s  a  r e a l i t y  upon H e ro d iad e ,  
c a u s in g  a d e s i r e  t o  s u r f a c e ,  whereupon she  i s s u e s  t h e  
o rd e r  t h a t  s e a l s  t h e  s a i n t ' s  f a t e .  The " F i n a l e "  f r a g m en t  
d e p i c t s  H e ro d ia d e  i n  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  t h e  s e v e r e d  h e a d ,  
s e e k in g  r e a s s u r a n c e  t h a t  t h e  lo o k  i n  t h e  g l a z e d  e y e s ,  a s  
i t  f a l l s  upon  h e r ,  i s  n o t  a  l i n g e r i n g  e x p r e s s i o n  of  l u s t ,
b u t  r a t h e r  a  consummation o f  t h a t  u n io n  " p a r  l a q u e l l e  l a
2 ^b e a u te  p u re  a r r i v e  a  l a  c o n s c i e n c e  de s o i . "  R e c e iv in g  
no such  r e a s s u r a n c e ,  she  p e r fo rm s  a  sy m b o l ic  a c t  t o  p e r ­
f e c t  t h e i r  u n io n ,  s p o t t i n g  h e r  t h i g h s  w i t h  h i s  b lo o d .
From t h i s  sy m b o l ic  a c t ,  H e ro d ia d e  a t t a i n s  f u l l  c o n s c i o u s ­
n e s s  o f  h e r s e l f ,  " a f i n  que p e r s o n n e  p u re  c e l l e - l a  en 
24.j a i l l i t . "  The s a i n t ,  f r e e d  from t h e  c o n t i n g e n c i e s  of  
l i f e ,  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  a t o t a l  m y s t i c a l  u n io n  w i t h  t h e  
p r i n c e s s  i n  h e r  i d e a l  b e a u t y .  The theme o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  im­
m o l a t i o n  b e f o r e  th e  work i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  de­
p i c t e d .  The p o e t  may a t t a i n  t o  h i s  i d e a l  v i s i o n ,  i n  a l l  
i t s  p u r i t y ,  b u t  o n ly  a t  t h e  s a c r i f i c e  o f  h i m s e l f ,  a  f e e l ­
in g  which  M alla rm e f e l t  o n ly  to o  s t r o n g l y .  D avies  s e e s  
c o n f i r m a t i o n  o f  t h i s  v iew  i n  a p a s s a g e  t a k e n  from I g i t u r , 
a p r o s e  poem d a t i n g  f rom  t h e  y e a r  1 8 6 9 :
Pour  I t r e  a l a  h a u t e u r  de s a  v i s i o n  p o e t i q u e ,  i l  d o i t  
a b j u r e r  j u s q u ' a  l a  c o n s c i e n c e  de s o i ,  comme i l  r e s s o r t  
du p a s s a g e  s u i v a n t  d 1I g i t u r , ou M alla rm e Ivoque e g a l e -  
ment l e  g e n ie  im p e r s o n n e l  p a r  1 ' image d 'u n e  t& te :  
" . . . d ' u n  p e r s o n n a g e ,  d o n t  l a  p en s e e  n ' a  pas  c o n s c ie n c e
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de lu i-m Sm e, de ma d e r n i e r e  f i g u r e ,  s ^ p a r e e  de son p e r -  
sonnage  p a r  une f r a i s e  a r a c h n e e n n e  e t  q u i  ne se  con -  
n a i t  p a s  "25
D a v ie s ,  i n  h i s  commentary upon t h e  o v e r a l l  s i g n i f i ­
cance  o f  t h e  work, adds  n o t h i n g  t h a t  c a n n o t  he r e c o n c i l e d  
w i t h  t h e  sy m b o l ic  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  h e r e i n  g i v e n .  He r a t h e r  
complements  i t  by h i s  i d e a  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c e s s  H erod iade  
r e p r e s e n t s  I d e a l  B e a u ty ,  and t h a t  t h i s  was t h e  r e a l  q u e s t  
o f  t h e  p o e t .  He f e e l s  t h a t  M a l la rm !  m ust  be t a k e n  s e r i o u s ­
l y  when he  w r i t e s  to  V i l l i e r s  de 1 ' I s le -A d a m  i n  December, 
1865,  t h a t  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  work was B e au ty  and t h a t  " l e  
s u j e t  a p p a r e n t  n ' e s t  q u 'u n  p r e t e x t e  p o u r  a l l e r  v e r s
n r
E l l e . "  S a i n t  John ,  l i b e r a t e d  from l i f e ,  r e a l i z e s  a  mys­
t i c a l  u n io n  w i t h  H e ro d ia d e ,  who r e p r e s e n t s  I d e a l  B e au ty  i n  
a l l  i t s  p u r i t y .  I n  t h e  l a s t  s cen e  o f  t h e  " F i n a l e "  f r a g ­
ment,  t h e  p r i n c e s s  dances  f o r  a  moment a l o n e :  " C e t t e
d an se ,  s u r  l a q u e l l e  d e v a i t  p ro b a b le m e n t  se  t e r m i n e r  l e  
M y s te re  des Noces d 'H e r o d i a d e , s y m b o l i s e . . . . aux yeux de
M allarm e 1 1a s s u j e t i s s e m e n t  r e c i p r o q u e  du g e n i e  e t  de son
/ 27r £ v e  de b e a u t e ,  q u i  e s t  l a  c o n d i t i o n  de 1 ' o eu v re  p u r e . "
H e ro d iad e  u n q u e s t i o n a b l y  s e r v e s  t o  p o r t r a y  M a l la rm e 1s own 
e v o l u t i o n  to w a rd  c r e a t i v e  m a t u r i t y .  I t  r e f l e c t s  h i s  i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  a t o t a l  v i s i o n  which  b e d a z z l e s  him and f o r  
a w h i l e  im m o b i l i z e s  him, b u t  which  he works i n c e s s a n t l y  t o  
c a p t u r e ,  even  up t o  t h e  y e a r  o f  h i s  d e a t h .
I t  h a r d l y  seems n e c e s s a r y  t o  comment upon th e  use  
o f  n e g a t i o n  i n  t h i s  work.  The f i r s t  word o f  th e  t e x t ,
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" a b o l i e , "  e s t a b l i s h e s  a t r e n d  which  p e r s i s t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
poem. The d e c o r  r e f l e c t s ,  on an e x t e r n a l  l e v e l ,  what  H&ro- 
d ia d e  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n t e r n a l l y .  The dawn seems a b o l i s h e d ;  
t h e  w a t e r  i n  t h e  poo l  r e f l e c t s  the  d e a t h  o f  autumn. The 
to w e r  i t s e l f  i s  a  symbol o f  t h e  n e g a t i o n  o f  l i f e ;  f u r t h e r ­
more, i t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  " f u n ^ r a i r e  e t  s a c r i f i c a t r i c e , "  
and c a l l e d  a  tomb. H e r o d i a d e ' s  c o n s t a n t  and i n c r e a s i n g  
" r e p l i e m e n t  s u r  s o i "  ech o es  t h i s  n e g a t i o n .  But s i g n i f i ­
c a n t l y ,  f rom t h i s  n e g a t i o n  t h e r e  em erges  so m e th in g  p o s i ­
t i v e — t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  an  I d e a l  o f  B e a u ty ,  even i f  i t  i s  
a t  t h e  ex p en se  o f  t h e  m o r t a l  s a i n t - p o e t - g e n i u s . T h is  i s  
s u r e l y  t h e  d ee p e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  n e g a t i v i t y  a s  i t  o c c u r s  
i n  t h e  l a t e r  works o f  M a l la rm e .  From n e g a t i o n  t h e r e  
emerges so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e — t h e  work. B u t  we m ust  r e m a in  
aware o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  work i s  th e  p r o d u c t  
o f  l o n g  y e a r s  o f  l a b o r ,  t h a t  on ly  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  f r a g ­
m ents  d a t i n g  from l a t e r  y e a r s  does t h i s  poem t a k e  on su c h  
p o s i t i v e  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  P e rh a p s  M alla rm e was t e n d i n g  i n ­
s t i n c t i v e l y  to w ard  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n  a t  t h e  t im e  o f  t h e  com­
p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  f i r s t  s eg m en ts ,  b u t  t h e r e  can  be  l i t t l e  
doub t  t h a t  a t  t h e  t im e  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  c o m p o s i t i o n ,  i n  1 8 6 4  
and 1 8 6 5 , t h e  more n e g a t i v e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  poem were 
most  m e a n in g f u l  f o r  M a l la rm e .
S a i n t  J o h n ' s  h e a d  r o l l i n g  and b o u n c in g  down to  an 
a l l - t o o - f i n i t e  e a r t h  i s  a  symbol i n  i t s  way o f  t h e  c r i s i s  
t h a t  M allarm £ was u n d e rg o in g  a t  t h e  t im e  he worked on
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H e r o d ia d e .  Azure h a s  c e a s e d  t o  be a  p r e o c c u p a t i o n ;  i n  i t s  
s t e a d  comes a  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  Void which f i n d s  ex­
p r e s s i o n  th r o u g h  a b s e n c e  and n e g a t i o n  i n  h i s  p o e t r y .  Mal­
la rm e  c r o s s e s  t h e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  Hope and d i s c o v e r s  an a b y s s .  
I n  l a t e  A p r i l ,  1866,  w r i t i n g  t o  C a z a l i s ,  he speaks  o f  t h i s  
c r i s i s  i n  t h e s e  t e rm s :
J ' a i  done a  t e  r a c o n t e r  t r o i s  m o is ,  a b i e n  g rands  
t r a i t s ;  e ' e s t  e f f r a y a n t ,  c e p e n d a n t !  Je  l e s  a i  p a s s e s ,  
a c h a r n e  s u r  H e r o d i a d e , ma lampe l e  s a i t l  J ' a i  e c r i t  
1 ' o u v e r t u r e  m u s i c a l e ,  p r e s q u e  e n c o re  a 1 ' e t a t  d ' e b a u c h e ,  
m a is  j e  p u i s  d i r e  s a n s  p r e s o m p t io n  q u ' e l l e  s e r a  d 'u n  
e f f e t  i n o u l ,  e t  que l a  scen e  d ra m a t iq u e  que t u  c o n n a is  
n ' e s t  a u p r e s  de c e s  v e r s  que ce  q u ' e s t  une v u l g a i r e  
image d ' E p i n a l  comparee a une t o i l e  de L eonard  de 
V i n c i .  I I  me f a u d r a  t r o i s  ou q u a t r e  h i v e r s  en c o re ,  
p o u r  a c h e v e r  c e t t e  o e u v r e .
M a lh e u reu se m e n t ,  en c r e u s a n t  l e  v e r s  a ce p o i n t ,  j ' a i  
r e n c o n t r e  deux ab im es ,  q u i  me d e s e s p e r e n t .  L 'u n  e s t  
l e  N e a n t . . . e t  j e  s u i s  en c o re  t r o p  d e s o l e  pour p o u v o i r  
c r o i r e  m£me a ma p o e s i e  e t  me r e m e t t r e  au t r a v a i l ,  que 
c e t t e  p e n s e e  e c r a s a n t e  m 'a  f a i t  ab a n d o n n e r .
Oui,  j e  l e  s a i s , nous  ne sommes que de v a i n e s  fo rm es 
de l a  m a t i e r e ,  m a is  b i e n  s u b l im e s  pou r  a v o i r  i n v e n t !  
D ieu  e t  n o t r e  §me. S i  s u b l im e ,  mon ami,  que je  veux  
me donner  ce s p e c t a c l e  de l a  m a t i e r e ,  a y a n t  c o n s c ie n c e  
d ' e t r e ,  e t ,  c e p e n d a n t ,  s ' e l a i ^ a n t  fo rc en em e n t  dans l e  
R£ve q u ' e l l e  s a i t  n ' S t r e  p a s , c h a n t a n t  l 'Ame e t  t o u t e s  
l e s  d i v i n e s  i m p r e s s i o n s  q u i  se  s o n t  am assees  en nous  
d e p u i s  l e s  p r e m i e r s  §.ges e t  p r o c la m e n t ,  devan t  l e  R ien  
q u i  e s t  l a  v e r i t e ,  c e s  g l o r i e u x  m e n s o n g e s . ^ 8
The se co n d  a b y s s  M allarm e s e e s  i s  " c e l u i  de ma p o i -  
t r i n e , "  f o r  he t h i n k s  h i m s e l f  v e r y  i l l .  Y/hat seems to  
have  t h e  m ost  s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  M a l l a r m e ' s  v e r s e  i s  h i s  a f ­
f i r m a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  Dream i s  a l i e ,  t h i s  R6ve  which he h a s  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  1 ' I d e a l , t h e  e l u s i v e n e s s  of  which  he h a s  
so l o n g  d e p l o r e d .  The p u r s u i t  o f  t h i s  Dream i s  th e  s a g a  
o f  man, t h a t  " v a in e  forme de m a t i e r e "  o f  whom he sp e ak s  so
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s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  h e r e — a s a g a  t h a t  c o u l d  w e l l  h e a r  t h e  t i t l e  
o f  "Le G lo r i e u x  M ensonge ."  H is  f a i t h  i n  h i s  Dream h a s  d i s ­
a p p e a re d ,  f o r  a l l  p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e s  t h e  v i c t i m  o f  h i s  
s t r u g g l e  w i th  H e r o d i a d e .
Three  months l a t e r  M allarm e w r i t e s  t o  C a z a l i s :
En v e r i t e ,  j e  v o y a g e ,  m a is  dans des pays  in c o n n u s ,  e t  
s i ,  pou r  f u i r  l a  r e a l i t e  t o r r i d e  ( i . e . ,  t h e  ex trem e 
h e a t  he i s  e x p e r i e n c i n g - i n  T o u rn o n ) , j e  me p l a i s  a  
ev o q u e r  des images f r o i d e s ,  j e  t e  d i r a i  que j e  s u i s  
d e p u i s  un mois dans l e s  p l u s  p u r s  g l a c i e r s  de l ' E s t h £ -  
t i q u e — q u ' a p r e s  a v o i r  t r o u v e  l e  N ean t ,  ,j ' a i  t r o u v e  l e  
Beau— e t  que t u  ne peux t ' im a g in e r  dans q u e l l e s  a l t i ­
t u d e s  l u c i d e s  j e  m ' a v e n t u r e .  I I  en s o r t i r a  un ch e r  
poeme auque l  j e  t r a v a i l l e  e t ,  c e t  h i v e r  ( ou un a u t r e )  
H e r o d i a d e  ^ ou j e  m ' e t a i s  mis t o u t  e n t i e r  s an s  l e  s a -
v o i r ,  d 'o u  mes d o u t e s  e t  mes m a l a i s e s . . . .  29
I t  seems e v i d e n t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  h i s  m e d i t a t i o n s  and l a ­
b o r s  o v e r  t h i s  work have  h a s t e n e d  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e
Dream, i . e . ,  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  an  I d e a l .  B u t  what  seems more 
i m p o r t a n t  f o r  th e  p o e t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i s  t h a t  a s e n s e  o f  
t h e  Void h a s  c a r r i e d  w i t h  i t  a  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  th e  B e a u t i f u l .  
The s p r i n g  o f  1866, w hich  p lu n g e d  him i n t o  t h e  d e e p e s t  
d e s p a i r ,  and which c r i t i c s  r e f e r  t o  as  t h e  " N u i t s  de Tour­
non" to  s i g n i f y  t h e  c l im a x  o f  h i s  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i s i s ,  i s  
on ly  a few months d i s t a n t ,  b u t  what  a d i f f e r e n c e  in  to n e  
h e r e .  H is  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  r e v e a l s  a  buoyancy  bo rn  of  a  new 
s e n se  o f  d i r e c t i o n .  Michaud f e e l s  t h a t  t h i s  r e s u r g e n c e  
can o n ly  be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a b u d d in g  a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i th  t h e  
works o f  H ege l ,  to  which  he was i n t r o d u c e d  i n  A p r i l  o f  
t h a t  y e a r  by h i s  f r i e n d  Eugene L e fd b u re  w h i l e  t h e  two were 
v a c a t i o n i n g  t o g e t h e r  i n  C annes .  L y in g  i n  w a i t  f o r  Mallarme
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as  he  d i s p e l l e d  t h o s e  m y s t i c a l  dreams o f  h i s  c h i l d h o o d  and
young manhood, was t h e  V o id ,  t h a t  "Rien q u i  e s t  l a  v & r i t e , "
which  l e d  d i r e c t l y  t o  d e s p a i r  u n t i l  he "became a c q u a i n t e d
w i t h  H eg e l .  For H ege l ,  " t h a t  N o th in g n e s s  was n o t  an  end
"but a p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e . T h is  N o th in g n e s s ,  t h i s  Nonheing ,
i s  B e in g  i n  i t s  f i r s t  s t a t e :  a n e g a t i v e  s t a t e  s i n c e  i t
c a n n o t  be d e f i n e d  by a n y t h i n g ,  b u t  c o n t a i n i n g  i n  i t s e l f
e v e ry  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  b e c a u s e  e v e r y t h i n g  must  f i n a l l y  come
o u t  o f  i t . " ^  Henry D. A iken ,  i n  h i s  book The Age o f
I d e o lo g y :  The N i n e t e e n t h  C e n tu ry  P h i l o s o p h e r s , summ arizes
b r i e f l y  t h e  v iew  in  Hegel t h a t  seems to  have  h a d  th e  most
s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  M alla rm e:
S u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  t h e  t h i n g  t h a t  a p p e a r s  m os t  r e a l  t o  u s  
i s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  t h i n g  o r  s u b s t a n c e .  But t h i s ,  when 
c o n s i d e r e d  i n  i t s e l f ,  a lw ays  t u r n s  o u t  t o  be a b a r e  
a b s t r a c t i o n ,  a mere " b e in g "  which  i s  so f a r  d i s t i n ­
g u i s h a b l e  from n o t h i n g  a t  a l l .  A n y th in g  becomes r e a l ,
so t o  s a y ,  on ly  i n  so f a r  a s  i t  c e a s e s  t o  be a b a r e
p a r t i c u l a r ,  j u s t  as  any human b e i n g  f o r  H ege l ,  becomes 
a p e r s o n  on ly  i n  so f a r  as  he g i v e s  up,  h i s  c l a im  to  
i n d i v i d u a l  u n iq u e n e s s  and i s  c o n t e n t  to  be r e g a r d e d  as  
an a s p e c t  o f  t h e  l a r g e  s o c i a l  whole t o  w hich  he be­
l o n g s .  C o n c re te n e s s  an d  p a r t i c u l a r i t y ,  i n  t h i s  p h i ­
l o s o p h y ,  a r e  n o t  o n ly  n o t  t h e  same, b u t  a c t u a l l y  con­
t r a r y  i d e a s .  The b a r e  p a r t i c u l a r  i s  a b s t r a c t ;  o n ly  
th e  c o n c r e t e  u n i v e r s a l  i s  f u l l y  r e a l .  The o n ly  com­
p l e t e l y  c o n c r e t e  o r  r e a l  e n t i t y  i s  t h e  u n e n v i s a g e a b l e  
t o t a l i t y ,  t h e  A b s o lu te  i t s e l f . 31
Things  t h e r e f o r e  become r e a l  o n ly  i n s o f a r  a s  t h e y  l o s e  t h e
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r .  T h is  c a l l s  q u i c k l y  to
mind M a l l a r m e ' s c e l e b r a t e d  p h r a s e :  "Je  d i s :  une f l e u r , . . .
e t  h o r s  de l ' o u b l i  ou ma v o i x  r e l e g u e  aucun  c o n t o u r ,  en
t a n t  que q u e lq u e  chose  d 1a u t r e  que l e s  c a l i c e s  s u s ,  m u s i -
ca le m e n t  se  l k v e ,  i d e e  m§me e t  su a v e ,  l ' a b s e n t e  de t o u s
96
■32b o u q u e t s . " -^  I t  i s  t h i s  f l o w e r ,  t h e n ,  s t r i p p e d  o f  i t s  p a r ­
t i c u l a r i t i e s ,  t h a t  a t t a i n s  t o  t h e  r e a l  a s  Hegel s e e s  i t .  
M al la rm e  makes t h i s  v iew  h i s  own.
A l e t t e r  to  A ubane l  i n  J u l y ,  1866,  p o i n t s  o u t  t h e
im p o r ta n c e  t h e  p o e t  a t t a c h e s  to  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  jo u r n e y
amid " l e s  p l u s  p u r s  g l a c i e r s  de 1 1e s t h e t i q u e " :
P our  m oi,  j ' a i  p l u s  t r a v a i l l e  c e t  e t e  que t o u t e  ma v i e ,  
e t  j e  p u i s  d i r e  que j ' a i  t r a v a i l l e  ■ pou r  t o u t e  ma v i e .  
J ' a i  j e t e  l e s  fondem ent  d 'u n  oeuvre  m a g n i f i q u e .  Tout 
homme a  un S e c r e t  en l u i ,  beaucoup  m e u re n t  sans  1 ' a v o i r  
t r o u v e ,  e t  ne l e  t r o u v e r o n t  pas p a r c e  que m o r t s ,  i l  
n ' e x i s t e r a  p l u s ,  n i  eux .  Je  s u i s  m o r t j  e t  r e s s u s c i t e  
avec  l a  c l e f  de p i e r r e r i e s  de ma d e r n i e r e  c a s s e t t e  
s p i r i t u e l l e .  A moi m a in t e n a n t  de 1 1o u v r i r  en 1 ' ab­
s e n c e  de t o u t e  i m p r e s s i o n  em prun tee ,  e t  son m y s te r e  
s ' em anera  en un f o r t  b ea u  c i e l .  I I  me f a u t  v i n g t  ans  
p o u r  l e s q u e l s  j e  v a i s  me c l o i t r e r  en moi,  renon<?ant a 
t o u t e  a u t r e  p u b l i c i t e  que l a  l e c t u r e  de mes am is .  Je  
t r a v a i l l e  a t o u t  a l a  f o i s ,  ou p l u t b t  j e  veux m a i n t e ­
n a n t ,  q u 'u n e  s e n s a t i o n  m1a r r i v e ,  e l l e  s e  t r a n s f i g u r e  
e t  v a  d 'e l l e -m S m e  se  c a s e r  dans t e l  l i v r e  e t  t e l  
poeme. Quand un poeme s e r a  m&r, i l  se  d l t a c h e r a .  Tu 
v o i s ,  que j ' i m i t e  l a  l o i  n a t u r e l l e . 3 3
S c a r c e l y  two weeks l a t e r  he c o n f i d e s  t o  t h e  same 
Aubanel  t h a t  he has  fo u n d  t h e  scheme f o r  h i s  whole work 
a f t e r  h a v i n g  d i s c o v e r e d  " l a  c l e f  de moi-m&me.. .  c e n t r e  de . 
moi-m§me," f rom w hich ,  s p i d e r - l i k e ,  he w i l l  s p i n  t h e  web 
o f  h i s  works which a l r e a d y  e x i s t  "dans l e  s e i n  de l a  
B e a u t e . " - ^  He f o r e s e e s  an e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  tw e n ty  y e a r s '  
l a b o r  t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  f i v e  volumes t h a t  w i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  
"1 ' O e u v re ."  H is  t a s k  w i l l  be t o  e x t r a c t  t h e s e  works and 
by so d o in g ,  g iv e  them l i f e .  What i s  m ost  s t r i k i n g  i s  th e  
e n t h u s ia s m  r a d i a t i n g  f rom t h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,  a  q u a l i t y  
a t t e s t i n g  t o  t h e  v a l u e  o f  h i s  d i s c o v e r y .  But i t  m ust  n o t
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e s c a p e  n o t i c e  t h a t  M allarm e h a s  now a r r i v e d  a t  a n o t h e r  ty p e  
o f  I d e a l ,  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  I d e a l  Work, a g a i n s t  w hich  he 
w i l l  m easu re  h i s  poems d u r i n g  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  h i s  l i f e .
The judgm ent  he p a s s e s  i s  a lw ays  s e v e r e .
The s e v e r i t y  o f  h i s  judgment i s  e x e m p l i f i e d  hy th e
s h o r t  poem "Don du pokme," which  was w r i t t e n  i n  O c to b e r  o f
1865 and  w h ich  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  by Mondor and Jean -A u b ry  to
be a d i r e c t  o u tg ro w th  o f  h i s  s t r u g g l e s  w i t h  H e r o d i a d e .
Commenting b r i e f l y  on t h e  poem to  Mme Le J o s n e ,  t o  whom i t
was s e n t  i n  F e b r u a r y ,  1866 ,  M allarme s t a t e s  t h a t  i t  evokes
" . . . l a  t r i s t e s s e  du P o k te  d ev a n t  l 1e n f a n t  de s a  N u i t ,  l e
pokme de s a  v e i l l e e  i l l u m i n e e ,  quand l ' a u b e ,  m echan te ,  l e
m o n tre  f u n k b r e  e t  sans  v i e :  i l  l e  p o r t e  a  l a  femme q u i  l a
v i v i f i e r a ! " I t  r e v e a l s  a  Mallarme now h a u n t e d  by  th e
i d e a l  o f  t h e  pu re  poem. The i d e a  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  b i r t h
o f  a  poem, c e n t r a l  h e r e  a s  i t  was i n  H e r o d i a d e , t r a n s l a t e s
t h e  a r t i s t ' s  g r e a t  s e n s e  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  and even h o r r o r  a t
t h e  compromise he h as  h ad  to  make w i t h  h i s  v i s i o n :
Je  t ' a p p o r t e  1 1 e n f a n t  d 'u n e  n u i t  d ' l d u m e e l  
N o i r e ,  a  l ' a i l e  s a i g n a n t e  e t  p&le, deplumee,
P a r  l e  v e r r e  brCtle d ' a r o m a t e s  e t  d ' o r ,
P a r  l e s  c a r r e a u x  g l a c e s ,  h e l a s l  m on ies  e n c o r ,
L ' a u r o r e  se  j e t a  s u r  l a  lampe a n g e l i q u e .
Pa lm es!  e t  quand e l l e  a  m ontre  c e t t e  r e l i q u e  
A ce p e r e  e s s a y a n t  un s o u r i r e  ennemi,
La s o l i t u d e  b l e u e  e t  s t e r i l e  a  f r e m i .
0 l a  b e r c e u s e ,  avec  t a  f i l l e  e t  1 ' i n n o c e n c e
De v o s  p i e d s  f r o i d s ,  a c c u e i l l e  une h o r r i b l e  n a i s s a n c e :
E t  t a  v o i x  r a p p e l a n t  v i o l e  e t  c l a v e c i n ,
Avec l e  d o i g t  f a n e  p r e s s e r a s - t u  l e  s e i n
P a r  q u i  c o u le  en b l a n c h e u r  s i b y l l i n e  l a  femme
Pour l e s  l e v r e s  que 1 1 a i r  du v i e r g e  a z u r  a f fam e?
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As soon  a s  i t  i s  b r o u g h t  i n t o  b e i n g ,  t h e  poem i s  r e j e c t e d  
by i t s  c r e a t o r ,  who c o n s i d e r s  i t  an " e n f a n t  d 'u n e  n u i t  
d ' l d u m e e . "  As e x p l a i n e d  by S a u r a t ,  t h e  Idumeans were a 
h a i r y  and m o n s t ro u s  p re -A d a m i te  p e o p le  who were d i s i n h e r i ­
t e d  i n  f a v o r  o f  p r e s e n t - d a y  h u m a n i ty .  They were s e x l e s s  
and  r e p r o d u c e d  w i t h o u t  women, which  i s  t h e  p a r a l l e l  which  
M alla rm e p a r t i c u l a r l y  s e ek s  h e r e .  T h i s  poem, c h i l d  o f  h i s  
Idumean n i g h t ,  i . e . ,  b o rn  of  M a l l a r m e ' s  s o l i t a r y  e f f o r t s ,  
r e v u l s e s  him a t  s i g h t .  He c o n s ig n s  i t  to  h i s  w i fe  (M a r ie ,  
t o  whom G enev ieve  had  b ee n  b o rn  i n  November, 1864) so t h a t  
she may n o u r i s h  i t  and t h e r e f o r e  hum an ize  i t .  The p o e t ' s  
hope i s  t h a t  sh e ,  th e  n a t u r a l  c r e a t o r ,  w i l l  be a b l e  t o  
a c h i e v e  f o r  t h i s  p i t i f u l ,  i m p e r f e c t  c r e a t u r e  what he as  
a r t i s t i c  c r e a t o r  h a s  n o t  been  a b l e  t o  a c c o m p l i s h .  The 
h u n g e r  which  t h i s  c h i l d  s u f f e r s  i s  f o r  t h e  " s i b y l l i n e  
w h i t e n e s s "  which  Woman can  p r o v i d e ,  t h a t  m i lk  o f  p a r a d i s e  
which  makes H ero d iad e  l o n g  f o r  a r e t u r n  t o  a  p u re ,  p r e ­
v i o u s  s t a t e  when she sp eak s  i n  s i m i l a r  t e rm s  t o  h e r  N u rs e .  
The p o e t  h o p e s  t h a t  p u r i t y  can  be i n f u s e d  i n t o  t h i s  c r e a ­
t u r e  by  Woman a f t e r  s e e i n g  h i s  own e f f o r t s  c o l l a p s e .
U n l ik e  t h e  two d a r k l y - t e x t u r e d  works im m e d ia te ly  
p r e c e d i n g ,  i . e . ,  "Don du Po&me" and  H e r o d i a d e , M a l l a r m e ' s  
n e x t  work i s  one t h a t  p o r t r a y s  a s e n s e  o f  buoyancy and  up­
l i f t .  T h is  i s  "L ' A p rk s -m id i  d 'u n  f a u n e , "  which  was a l s o  
a  d i r e c t  o u tg ro w th  o f  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n s  o v e r  H e r o d i a d e .
The p o e t  t u r n s  h o p e f u l l y  to  i t  i n  t h e  summer o f  1865 a s  a
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r e l e a s e  from a l l  t h e  t e n s i o n s  and a n x i e t i e s  g e n e r a t e d  by 
t h e  o t h e r  work.  I n d e e d ,  o u tw a r d ly ,  i t  i s  a  buoyan t  p i e c e ,  
a c a l l  t o  t h e  i n s t i n c t u a l  l i f e ,  an e x a l t a t i o n  of  t h e  s e n s e s ,  
a warm and f r a g r a n t  and s e n s u a l  t e s t i m o n y  t o  t h e  d u a l i t y  
of  M a l l a r m e ' s s o u l .  But t h e r e  a r e  d e e p e r  and more s e r i o u s  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  in  th e  work; i t  t a k e s  a l a r g e r  s t e p  f o r w a r d  
i n t o  t h e  Void th a n  does t h e  e a r l i e r  c r e a t i o n ,  d e s p i t e  i t s  
a i r  o f  f r o l i c s o m e  g a i e t y .  A l th o u g h  M allarm e te rm s  t h i s  
h i s  "summer poem" a s  opposed  t o  t h e  " w i n t e r  poem" ( H e r o d i a d e ) 
t h a t  h a s  r e n d e r e d  him im m obile  and s t e r i l e ,  t h e  theme h e r e  
i s  u n s u r e n e s s  as  t o  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  an e x p e r i e n c e .  The r e ­
s o l u t i o n  o f  th e  poem i s  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  th e  e x p e r i e n c e  
h as  n o t  t a k e n  p l a c e .
The poem b e g i n s  w i t h  an a s s e r t i o n :  "Ces nymphes,
j e  l e s  veux p e r p e t u e r , "  ( 1 . l )  which  may be t a k e n  to  mean
b o th  " p r o c r e a t i o n  and c r e a t i o n ;  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  i n  t h e  f l e s h
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or i n  t h e  s p i r i t . B u t  110 s o o n e r  a r e  t h e y  evoked th a n  
doubt i n t r u d e s  t o  e f f a c e  t h e ' c o n t o u r s  o f  r e a l i t y  f rom  th e  
e x p e r i e n c e  he ( t h e  f a u n )  h a s  h ad  w i th  them. He must  t h e r e ­
f o r e  r e f l e c t  abou t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  whole e x p e r i ­
en c e .  But h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  l e a d  now here ;  he th e n  a t t e m p t s  
to  s u b l i m a t e  h i s  d oub t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  s t r o n g  c a r n a l  im­
p u l s e ,  i n t o  m usic :  " c o n v e r t i n g  n a t u r e — o r  t h e  r e a l  n ak ed
b o d y . . .  by a d i s t i l l a t i o n ,  i n t o  melody ,  o r  ( t h r o u g h  s y n e s -
■S Q
t h e s i a )  a r a b e s q u i n g  l i n e s  i n  t h e  a i r ." -5 The f l u t e ,  which  
was f o r m e r l y  t h e  nymph S y r i n x ,  m ust  h o ld  t h e  key t o  t h e
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enigma, he t h i n k s .  He r e f e r s  t o  t h e  f l u t e  as  an " i n s t r u ­
ment des  f u i t e s , "  an  i n s t r u m e n t  o f  f l i g h t  i n  t h e  s e n s e  
t h a t ,  i n  m y th o lo g y ,  th e  g o d d es s  S y r in x  was t u r n e d  i n t o  a 
r e e d - f l u t e ,  a l l o w i n g  h e r  s u c c e s s f u l l y  t o  e sc ap e  th e  g r a s p  
o f  Pan ,  and  a g a i n  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  a l lo w s  man, t h e  
a r t i s t  i n  man, t o  g r a t i f y  h i s  i n s t i n c t s  t h r o u g h  t h e  co n -  
v e r s i o n  o f  them i n t o  song  o r  some o t h e r  a r t  fo rm .  The 
f a u n  h a s  b u t  one dream a t  p r e s e n t ,  t h a t  i s ,  t o  e n t e r t a i n  
t h e  y o u t h f u l  b e a u t i e s  a ro u n d  him by g i v i n g  m u s i c a l  i m i t a ­
t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  f o rm s ,  by t r a n s f o r m i n g  th e  d e t a i l  of  "b a ck "  
and " s i d e "  i n t o  t h e  " s o n o r e ,  v a i n e  e t  monotone l i g n e "  
r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  s t r a i n s  o f  t h e  melody .  But t h i s  i s  a 
young and l u s t y  f a u n ,  whose p r im a l  i n s t i n c t s  a r e  s t r o n g ;  
s u b l i m a t i o n  i s  n o t  v e r y  e f f e c t i v e .  The a d j e c t i v e s  " v a i n e "  
and "monotone" s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  n o t  an en­
t i r e l y  s u c c e s s f u l  one,  and th e  change o f  to n e  i n  t h e  p a s ­
sage  i m m e d ia t e l y  f o l l o w i n g  b e a r s  t h i s  ou t  even more f u l l y :  
"T&che, done, i n s t r u m e n t  des f u i t e s ,  S m a l i g n e /  S y r in x ,  de 
r e f l e u r i r  aux l a c s  ou t u  m ' a t t e n d s ! "  (1 1 .  56-57)  A r e j e c ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  f l u t e - S y r i n x  as  an i n s t r u m e n t  o f  s u b l i m a t i o n  
i s  c l e a r .
S in c e  s u b l i m a t i o n  i s  i n e f f e c t u a l ,  t h e  f a u n  d e c i d e s  
t o  a n a l y z e  h i s  p rob lem s v e r b a l l y .  A lo n g  f l a s h - b a c k  f o l ­
lows i n  w h ich  t h e  f a u n  s e e k s  t o  r e - e s t a b l i s h  t h e  s e q u en ce  
o f  e v e n t s  ( r e a l  o r  i m a g i n a r y ) .  T h is  sequence  he  does e s ­
t a b l i s h ,  b u t  he  can  s t i l l  draw no c o n c l u s i o n s  a s  to  t h e
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r e a l i t y  o r  t h e  u n r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e .  What i s  c e r ­
t a i n  i s  t h a t ,  w h e th e r  i n  dream or  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  
h a s  "been a  n e g a t i v e  one i n  p o i n t  o f  s e x u a l  g r a t i f i c a t i o n .
Bu t  t h e r e  w i l l  he o t h e r  l e s s  r e l u c t a n t  nymphs, he muses 
p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y .  However, j u s t  as  he r e a f f i r m s  l i f e ,  h e  
a l l o w s  h i m s e l f  p a r a d o x i c a l l y  t o  s i n k  i n t o  a f a n t a s y  o f  
even g r e a t e r  im p o r t  t h a n  t h e  p r e c e d in g ,  i f  f a n t a s y  i t  h a s  
b ee n :  t h e  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  goddess  Venus. The p u n i s h ­
ment f o r  s u c h  b lasphem y i s  s w i f t  and c e r t a i n :  h i s  g u i l t
r e n d e r s  him s e x u a l l y  im p o t e n t .  He f i n d s  h i s  s o u l  "de 
p a r o l e s  v a c a n t e "  and so ,  " s a n s  p lu s  i l  f a u t  do rm ir  en 
l ' o u b l i  du b la s p h e m e . "  ( 1 1 .  110, 112) He b i d s  a d i e u  t o  
t h e  p a i r  o f  nymphs he h a s  p u r s u e d  as  he r e t u r n s  to  s l e e p :  
"C ouple ,  a d i e u ;  j e  v a i s  v o i r  1 ' ombre que t u  d e v i n s . "
( 1 . 116)
T h ro u g h o u t  t h e  poem t h e r e  i s  a f f i r m a t i o n ,  b u t  o n ly  
a s  a means t o  c a l l  f o r t h  n e g a t i o n .  Doubt o v e r r u l e s  r e a l i t y .  
The r e s o l u t i o n  i s  a  n e g a t i v e  r e t u r n  t o  s l e e p .  T h is  i s  a l l  
t h e  more s i g n i f i c a n t  s i n c e  t h e  poem may be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  
an  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  myth o f  s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i o n .  " D e s i r e  
i s  a lw ay s  a n e e d  o r  a q u e s t  f o r  i m m o r t a l i t y . " ^  I f  by 
" p e r p e t u a t i o n "  i s  meant  t h e  s e x u a l  p r o c e s s  o f  r e g e n e r a t i o n ,  
t h e  e f f o r t  o f  t h e  f a u n  i s  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s e x u a l  impo­
t e n c e .  I f  one s e e s  i n  t h i s  poem th e  d ee p e r  "prob lem  of  
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e  l i f e  o f  t h e  s e n s e s  and  t h e  
l i f e  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  a r t i s t , o n e  a r r i v e s  a t  t h e  same
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c o n c l u s i o n .  The b a s i c  e r o t i c  i n s t i n c t  w hich  i s  t h e  g e n e r a ­
t i v e  f o r c e  i n  t h i s  poem 011 t h e  l i t e r a l  l e v e l  moves th r o u g h  
a r t i s t i c  s u b l i m a t i o n  ( i n t o  m u s ic )  b ac k  i n t o  th e  r e a l m  o f  
p u re  f a n t a s y  where i t  p e r i s h e s  by  i t s  own e x c e s s i v e n e s s .
The f a u n  d i s m i s s e s  m u s i c a l  s u b l i m a t i o n ,  s e n d in g  h i s  p i p e s  
back  to  t h e  l a k e s h o r e  t o  become r e e d s  a g a i n .  I n  t h e  day­
dream he y i e l d s  t o  b e s t i a l  s e n s u a l i t y .  The e x p e r i e n c e  i s  
n e g a t i v e  now a s  i t  was n o t  b e f o r e ;  t h i s  daydream i s  an ad­
m i s s i o n  o f  f a i l u r e .  The e m p t in e s s  o f  t h e  f a n t a s y  e x p e r i ­
ence i s  em phasized  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  f a u n  l i k e n s  th e  
p l e a s u r e  d e r i v e d  t h e r e f r o m  t o  t h a t  o b t a i n e d  when he u s e d  
t o  i n f l a t e  empty g r a p e - s k i n s  and  w a tch  t h e  l i g h t  a s  i t  shone 
th r o u g h  them. F i n a l l y  t h e  f a u n  r e t u r n s  t o  s l e e p ,  t o  dream, 
w here ,  i f  t h e  v i s i o n  r e t u r n s ,  i t  w i l l  be a  11 o n - s u b s t a n t i a l ,  
p u r e l y  s u b j e c t i v e ,  n e g a t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e .  The dream h as  a l ­
ways m i r r o r e d  im po tency  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s p o e t r y .  Mondor seems 
t o  a t t a c h  to o  much p o s i t i v e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  th e  "Faun i n ­
t e r l u d e " :  "Apres l a  c h a i r  t r i s t e  de ' B r i s e  M a r in e , "  l a  
c h a i r  v i c t o r i e u s e  du F a u n e ; a p r e s  l a  f r o i d e u r  s t e r i l e  du 
m e t a l ,  de l ' h i v e r ,  d 1H e r o d i a d e , de 1 ' a r t i s t e ,  l a  b r Q l u re
des h e u r e s  f a u v e s ,  t r o p  d 'hymen s o u h a i t e ,  l ' i v r e s s e  j u s q u ' a u  
4-2s o i r . "  As r e g a r d s  t h e  e x t e r n a l s ,  t h i s  seems a c c u r a t e  
enough; f o r  t h e  d ee p e r  m eaning  o f  t h e  poem, i t  o v e r lo o k s  
t h e  o v e r r i d i n g  n e g a t i v i t y  o f  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  f a u n  u n d e r ­
g o e s .  As t h e  fau n  r e t u r n s  t o  s l e e p ,  t h e  s p a r k l i n g l y  b r i l ­
l i a n t  i l l u s i o n  s u s t a i n e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  poem i s  now wrapped
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i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s  o f  n o n - e x i s t e n c e .
The s p a r k l i n g  i l l u s i o n  o f  t h e  f a u n  i s  a b r i e f  i n t e r ­
l u d e .  The c r i s i s  w e ig h s  h e a v i l y  upon Mallarm^ i n  t h e  y e a r s  
f o l l o w i n g  t h e  m id d le  s i x t i e s .  A few n o t a b l e  e x c e r p t s  f rom 
h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d  a u t h e n t i c a t e  i t s  g r a v i t y .  
Mention h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  made of  h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i n  1866 de­
n y in g  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e  Dream. I t  i s  a l s o  in  1866 t h a t  
he p r o f e s s e s  t o  have  fo u n d  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  ( l e  Beau) a f t e r  
h av in g  fo u n d  t h e  Void ( l e  N e a n t ) .  Again i n  mid-1866, he 
c la im s  t o  have  fo u n d  h i s  Mcentre de moi-m£me" and t o  have  
d i s c o v e r e d  h i s  S e c r e t  ( p r e s e n t ,  th o u g h  p e rh ap s  u n d i s c o v e r e d  
in  e v e ry  man, he a f f i r m s ) ,  which  w i l l  a l lo w  him to  accom­
p l i s h  h i s  l i f e ' s  work w i t h  a l a b o r  o f  tw e n ty  y e a r s .
By May o f  1867 > M alla rm e r e a c h e s  some s o r t  o f  p l a ­
t e a u  which  a l l o w s  him t o  w r i t e  t o  O a z a l i s :
. . .m a is  combien p l u s  j e  l ' e t a i s  [ i n c a p a b l e . . . . de me 
d i s t r a i r e ]  i l  y a  p l u s i e u r s  m o is ,  d ' a b o r d  dans ma 
l u t t e  t e r r i b l e  avec  ce  v i e u x  e t  m echan t  plumage, t e r -  
r a s s e i  h e u r e u s e m e n t , D ieu .4 3
I t  h a s  b ee n  a b i t t e r  s t r u g g l e ,  he r e f l e c t s ,  one from w h ich
he f e l l :
. .  . v i c t o r i e u x , I p e rd u m e n t  e t  i n f i n i m e n t — j u s q u ' a  ce 
q u ' e n f i n  j e  me s o i s  r e v u  un j o u r  d ev a n t  ma g l a c e  de 
V e n is e ,  t e l  que j e  m ' e t a i s  o u b l i e  p l u s i e u r s  mois a u -  
p a r a v a n t .  J ' a v o u e ,  du r e s t e ,  m ais  a  t o i  s e u l ,  que 
j ' a i  e n c o re  b e s o i n ,  t a n t  o n t  e t e  g r a n d e s  l e s  a v a n i e s  
de mon t r i o m p h e ,  de me r e g a r d e r  dans c e t t e  g l a c e  pou r  
p e n s e r  e t  que s i  e l l e  n ' e t a i t  pas  d e v a n t  l a  t a b l e  ou 
j e  t ' e c r i s  c e t t e  l e t t r e ,  je  r e d e v i e n d r a i s  l e  N ea n t .  
C ' e s t  t ' a p p r e n d r e  que j e  s u i s  m a in t e n a n t  im p e r s o n n e l ,  
e t  non p l u s  S te p h a n e  que t u  a s  c o n n u ,— mais une a p t i ­
tu d e  q u ' a  l ' U n i v e r s  s p i r i t u e l  a  se  v o i r  e t  a  se de-  
v e l o p p e r ,  a  t r a v e r s  ce  q u i  f u t  m o i . 44
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The more im p e r s o n a l  t h e  p o e t  s u c c e e d s  i n  r e n d e r i n g  h i m s e l f ,
o r  c o n c e i v i n g  h i m s e l f  t o  b e ,  t h e  more f a i t h f u l  w i l l  be h i s
r e f l e c t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y .  But t h i s  i s  v e r y  t h i n  a tm o sp h e re
in d e e d ,  and  w h a te v e r  e le m e n t  o f  hope i s  i m p l i e d  h e r e  i s
n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s  c o u n t e r w e ig h t  o f  d e s p a i r .  I n  Septem ber  o f
1867) he  w r i t e s  to  V i l l i e r s  de l 1I s le -A d am :
. . . j e  s u i s  a r r i v e  a l ' i d e e  de l ' U n i v e r s  p a r  l a  s e u l e  
s e n s a t i o n  ( e t  que,  p a r  exemple, pou r  g a r d e r  une n o t i o n  
i n e f f a 9 a b l e  du N ean t  p u r ,  j ' a i  dCl im p o se r  a  mon c e r -  
v e a u  l a  s e n s a t i o n  du Vide a b s o l u ) . Le m i r o i r  q u i  m 'a  
r e f l e c h i  l ’E t r e  a e t e  l e  p lu s  s o u v e n t  l ' H o r r e u r  e t  
v o u s  d e v i n e z ^ s i  j ' e x p ie  c r u e l l e m e n t  ce  d iam ant  des 
N u i t s  innommees.45
D e s p a i r  i s  r e s u r g e n t  a g a i n  by O c to b e r ,  1867-  He w r i t e s  to
A ubane l :
J ' a i  p a s s e  l a  p l u s  t r i s t e  annee de ma v i e ,  mine p a r  un 
mal a u q u e l  j e  ne  comprends r i e n ,  e t  me r a i d i s s a n t  s u r  
l e s  poemes commences, avec un s t e r i l e  d e s e s p o i r :  e t ,
de g u e r r e  l a s s e ,  quand j e  l e s  q u i t t a i s , t u  j u g e s  s i  
j ' a v a i s  l e  c o u rag e  de r e p r e n d r e  c e t t e  plume p a r j u r e  
p o u r  une l e t t r e . ... .46
On t h i s  same O c to b e r  day he h as  w r i t t e n  t o  O a z a l i s :  " Je
l e  s u i s  [m a la d e ]  de p l u s  en p lu s  sous  l ' a p p a r e n c e  i n j u r i -
4.7euse d 'u n e  s a n t e  o r d i n a i r e ..........
The—w i n t e r  o f  1867 b r i n g s  w i th  i t  a change i n  t e a c h ­
in g  a s s i g n m e n t s .  He o b t a i n s  a p o s i t i o n  i n  B esanpon,  which  
o f f e r s  a hope  o f  b e t t e r  t i m e s .  But i t  i s  a f a l s e  hope 
once a g a i n .  D uring  t h e  l a t t e r  months o f  t h e  y e a r  he i s  i n  
e f f e c t  i l l  f rom  lu n g  c o n g e s t i o n ;  c o n v a l e s c e n c e  i s  s low  and 
hope o f  e v e r  r e a l i z i n g  h i s  "Oeuvre" f l a g s .  I n  A p r i l ,  1868,  
he w r i t e s  t o  Coppee:
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. . . v o i c i  deux ans cjue j ' a i  commis l e  peche  de v o i r  l e  
R§ve dans s a  n u d i t e  i d e a l e ,  t a n d i s  que- je- d e v a i s  amon- 
c e l e r  e n t r e  l u i  e t  moi un m y s t e r e  de m usique  e t  d 'o u b -  
l i .  E t  m a i n t e n a n t ,  a r r i v e  a  l a  v i s i o n  h o r r i b l e  d 'u n e  
o eu v re  p u r e , j ' a i  p r e s q u e - p e r d u  l a  r a i s o n  e t  l e  s e n s  
des p a r o l e s  l e s  p l u s  f a m i l i e r e s . 4 °
Prom t h e s e  s e v e r a l  f r a g m e n t s  q u o t e d  from t h e  c o r r e s -  
pondance ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  th e  c r i s i s  h a s  now "become a 
s t r u g g l e  to  a r r i v e  a t  a f u l l  a w a re n e s s  o f  s e l f  as  w e l l  as 
t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  p e r f e c t ,  a b s o l u t e  work .  T h is  i s  a 
c r i s i s  o f  b o t h  m e t a p h y s i c a l  and e s t h e t i c  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  I t  
h a s  l e d  him t o  t h e  Void, where i n  a f l a s h  o f  v i s i o n ,  he 
p e r c e i v e s  t h e  v a i n n e s s  of  t h e  Dream and f e e l s  h i s  own 
i d e n t i t y  s h a t t e r i n g  w i t h i n  him. I t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  i n  
1868, t h a t  Mallarme b e g i n s  t o  p ro d u c e  h i s  most  t y p i c a l l y  
M a l la rm ean  p o e t r y ,  t h e  dense ,  h e r m e t i c ,  a b s t r a c t  p o e t r y  
f o r  w hich  he i s  most  n o t e d . ^  T h is  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  an ex­
h a u s t i n g  one f o r  him, and he moves to w a r d  a compromise,  as  
shown i n  t h i s  l e t t e r  t o  L e f e b u r e  i n  e a r l y  May, 1868:
. . . j e  s u i s  dans u n . l t a t  de c r i s e  q u i  lie p e u t  d u r e r ,  
d 'o u  v i e n t  ma c o n s o l a t i o n !  . . .D e c id e m e n t ,  j e  r e d e s -  
cends  de l ' a b s o l u . . . .  mais  c e t t e - f r l q u e n t a t i o n  de deux 
an n e es  (vous  vous r a p p e l e z ?  d e p u i s  n o t r e  s e j o u r  a 
Cannes)  me l a i s s e r a  une marque d on t  j e  veux f a i r e  un 
s a c r e . Je  r e d e s c e n d s  dans moil moi,  abandonne p e n d a n t  
deux an s :  apre: ' ' ’ ‘ oemes, s e u le m e n t  t e i n t e s
The r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  Cannes s o j o u r n  i s  t h a t  m en t io n e d  e a r ­
l i e r  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  M a l l a r m e 1s a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  t h e  
i d e a s  o f  H eg e l .  The s o f t e n e d  t o n e  o f  t h i s  l e t t e r  s u g g e s t s  
t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i s  f i n d i n g  a  p r a c t i c a l  way o u t  o f  t h e  im­
p a s s e  he h as  e n t e r e d .  But d e s p i t e  r e a d i n e s s  f o r
d ' a b s o l u ,  s o n t
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compromise w i t h  t h e  A b s o l u t e ,  he r e m a in s  an unhappy man.
The b r i l l i a n t  sun a t  Avignon,  where he o b t a i n e d  a p r o f e s ­
s o r s h i p  i n  t h e  f a l l  o f  1867 ,  means i n t e n s e r  h e a t  i n  t h o s e  
summer months of 1868, a b o u t  which  he c o m p la in s .  He f e e l s  
s l i g h t e d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  p o e t r y  p u b l i s h e d  
by L em erre  ( Sonne ts  e t  E a u x - F o r t e s ) i n c l u d e s  none o f  h i s  
p o e t r y ;  he i s  d e p r e s s e d  by t h e  f i n a l  b r e a k  of  t h e  r e l a t i o n ­
s h i p  be tw een  two o f  h i s  c l o s e  f r i e n d s ,  C a z a l i s  and E t t i e
Yapp. I n  J a n u a ry  h i s  h e a l t h  w o rs e n s :  " A in s i  commence une
/ 51n e u r a s t h e n i e  dont on v e r r a  l e s  e f f e t s  s ' a g g r a v e r ..........
P o v e r ty  becomes more a c u t e  t h a n  e v e r ,  and  he must  make r e ­
q u e s t s  f o r  money to  h i s  r e l a t i v e s .  By F e b r u a r y ,  1869, he 
i s  so im m o b i l iz ed  by h i s  i l l s  t h a t  he h a s  even s to p p e d  
w r i t i n g  h i s  own l e t t e r s ,  d i c t a t i n g  them i n s t e a d  to  h i s  
w i f e .  I n  J a n u a ry ,  1869 ,  he w r i t e s  t o  C a z a l i s :
. . . j e  s u i s  t o u j o u r s  s o u s  1 ' i n f l u e n c e  de ma c r i s e  l a  
p l u s  f u n e s t e :  j e  me d^mene a t & t o n s .  Ce que je  v o i s
de sftr e s t  que t o u t  1 ' e d i f i c e  p a t i e n t  d 'u n e  annee— 
s o i n s  e t  l u t t e s ,  e f f o r t s  de m in u t e s  a c c u m u l e e s , — s ' e s t  
e c r o u l e e  52
And two weeks l a t e r :
. . . q u a n d  j ' a u r a i  r e c o n s t i t u e  mon m o i , j e  n ' e n  p a r l e r a i  
p l u s  ja m a i s :  c ' e s t  un ch§ .t im ent n a t u r e l  de l 'homme
q u i  a v o u lu  l ' a b j u r e r ,  q u ' i l  en r a d o t e . 5 3
E x p l a i n i n g  to  C a z a l i s  t h a t  he h a s  sworn n o t  to  t a k e
up t h e  pen,  even f o r  l e t t e r  w r i t i n g ,  he  w r i t e s  i n  F e b ru a ry ,
1869:
I I  l e  f a l l a i t :  mon c e r v e a u ,  e n v a h i  p a r  l e  R&ve, se
r e f u s a n t  a s e s  f o n c t i o n s  e x t e r i e u r e s  q u i  ne l e  s o l l i c i -  
t a i e n t  p l u s ,  a l l a i t  p 6 r i r  dans une in so m n ie  pe rm anen te ;
/
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j ' a i  im p lo re  l a  g r a n d e  N u i t ,  q u i  ra 'a  exauc£ e t  a  £ t e n d u  
s e s  t e n e b r e s .  La p r e m i e r e  phase  de ma v i e  a  e t £  f i n i e .  
La c o n s c i e n c e ,  e x c e d e e  d 'o m b re s ,  se  r e v e i l l e  l e n t e m e n t ,  
f o rm a n t  un homme n o u v ea u ,  e t  d o i t  r e t r o u v e r  mon R§ve 
a p r e s  l a  c r e a t i o n  de ce  d e r n i e r . 54
But w h a te v e r  p ro m ise  o f  a cco m p l ish m e n t  t h i s  may o f f e r ,  i t
i s  b e l i e d .  T h is  y e a r  1869 i s  n o t  a p r o d u c t i v e  one.  The
d e p r e s s i o n  c o n t i n u e s .  Only a t  t h e  end of  t h e  y e a r  i s  t h e r e
e v id en ce  o f  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .  I n  November, he w r i t e s  t o  Oa-
z a l i s  a b o u t  t h e  work he  h a s  u n d e r t a k e n  d u r in g  t h e  p r e v i o u s
summer's  v a c a t i o n ,  i . e . ,  I g i t u r :
O ' e s t  un c o n t e ,  p a r  l e q u e l  je  veux t e r r a s s e r  l e  v i e u x  
m o n s t r e  de 1 ' I m p u i s s a n c e , son s u j e t  du r e s t e ,  a f i n  de 
me c l o i t r e r  dans mon g r a n d  l a b e u r  d e j a  r e £ t u d i £ .  S ' i l  
e s t  f a i t  ( l e  c o n t e ) ,  j e  s u i s  g u e r i ;  s i m i l i a  s i m i l i b u s . 5 5
The l a t t e r  p h r a s e ,  r o u g h l y  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  c u r r e n t  E n g l i s h  
" F ig h t  f i r e  w i th  f i r e , "  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  I g i t u r , t h e  c o n t e  
i n  q u e s t i o n ,  i s  a  c a r e f u l  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  c r i s i s  t h a t  
Mallarme u n d e rw en t  a t  t h a t  t i m e .  He seems to  have  had  
t h e r a p e u t i c  e f f e c t s  i n  m ind f o r  t h e  c o m p o s i t io n  of  t h i s  
work; a p p a r e n t l y  t h i s  e x o rc i s m  was a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  s u c ­
c e s s f u l ,  f o r  t h e  p o e t  was a b l e  t o  w r i t e  to  O a t u l l e  Mendks 
in  May, 1870:
Je  d i r a i  done m a i n t e n a n t  s e u le m e n t ,  en deux m ots ,  cjue 
j ' a i  p a s s £  q u e l q u e s  an n e es  t r& s  m i s e r a b l e s ,  opprime 
e n t r e  un mal q u i  m 'e m p S c h a i t  p r e s q u e  de l i r e  e t  d ’. e c r i r e  
e t  un m e t i e r  t r k s  du r  q u i  t e n d a i t  a l e  r e n d r e  i n c u r ­
a b l e :  j ' a i  pu me d e g a g e r  un peu e t  me v o i c i  v r a i m e n t
m ieu x .  P a r  une s o r t e  de co m p e n sa t io n ,  un v i e u x  R§ve 
a v a i t  i n s t a l l e  en moi comme une g r o t t e  m a r in e ,  ou i l  
s ' e s t  donne de c u r i e u x  s p e c t a c l e s ,  s i  j e  ne m 'a b u s e .
O ela  ne s e r a  pas  p e r d u  e t  j ' e n  c o n s e rv e  l a  donnee de 
t r o i s  ou q u a t r e  v o lu m e s ,  o p i n i & t r e s  e t  a v a r e s ,  q u i  
s e r o n t  ma v i e  56
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The c r i s i s  h a s  h a d  i t s  f l u c t u a t i o n s ,  c e r t a i n l y ,  "but
t h i s  seems f i n a l l y  t o  mark t h e  p o i n t  a t  which M allarm e h a s
em erged.  The main theme o f  t h e  c r i s i s  h a s  b een  t h e  V oid
and t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  Dream. J e a n - P i e r r e  R i c h a r d  n o t e s  t h e
im p o r ta n c e  o f  t h e  theme o f  n i g h t f a l l  i n  M a l l a r m e 's  p o e t r y
*57from t h i s  p o i n t  on, 1 a  theme c l o s e l y  a l l i e d  w i th  t h a t  o f  
t h e  Void ,  and which h a s  been  o b s e rv e d  and commented upon 
by o t h e r  c r i t i c s  a s  w e l l .  The d e a th  o f  the  sun  h a s  f u r ­
n i s h e d  t h e  l e i t m o t i v  f o r  many of  t h e s e  poems, as w i l l  be 
seen  i n  s u b s e q u e n t  c h a p t e r s .  For  Mallarme t h e  theme im­
p l i e s  d e a t h ,  b u t  i t  i s  a l s o  a d e a th  t h a t  b e a r s  a n o t e  o f  
t r iu m p h ;  t h e  M al la rm ean  " n i g h t f a l l "  i s  e q u a t e d  w i t h  t h e  
i d e a  o f  a p o t h e o s i s ,  m a n i f e s t  i n  t h e  s p le n d o r  w i t h  w h ich  
th e  sun  e x p i r e s .  T here  i s  i m p l i e d  i n  t h i s  drama t h e  con ­
t r a d i c t i o n  o f  l i f e  and  d e a th :  l i f e  i s  w ithd raw n ,  y e t  l i f e
i s  g i v e n ;  l i g h t  i s  f a d i n g ,  b u t  i t s .  r e s p l e n d e n c e  i s  h e i g h t ­
ened d r a m a t i c a l l y  a t  s u n s e t .
The theme o f  n i g h t  h a s  n o t  r e a c h e d  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  
i t s  e v o l u t i o n  a t  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  I g i t u r , however.  A l th o u g h  
I g i t u r  i s  a p r o s e  work, i t s  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  h e r e  i s  e s s e n ­
t i a l  s i n c e  so  many o f  t h e  e l e m e n ts  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  
l a t e r  works a r e  p r e s e n t  h e r e  i n  t h e  g e rm in a l  s t a t e .  F u r ­
th e rm o r e ,  a s  M alla rm e h i m s e l f  t e l l s  u s ,  th e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  
p i e c e  i s  h i s  " im p o te n c e . "
The t i t l e  o f  t h e  work, which i s  a l s o  t h e  name o f  
t h e  c e n t r a l  ( i n d e e d  t h e  o n ly )  f i g u r e  i n  th e  drama, h a s
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g i v e n  r i s e  t o  c o n s i d e r a b l e  s p e c u l a t i o n .  A cc o rd in g  t o  R o l -  
l a n d  de R e n e v i l l e ,  t h e  t i t l e  i s  t a k e n  f rom t h e  s eco n d  
c h a p t e r  o f  G e n e s i s ,  which b e g i n s ,  " I g i t u r  p e r f e c t i  s u n t  
c o e l i  e t  t e r r a  e t  omnis o r n a t u s  eorum", i . e . ,  "Thus ( t h e r e ­
f o r e )  t h e  h e a v e n s  and t h e  e a r t h  were f i n i s h e d ,  and a l l  t h e  
h o s t  o f  th e m ."  R e n e v i l l e ' s  c o n t e n t i o n  i s  t h a t  " a l l  t h e
h o s t  o f  them" r e f e r s  t o  " th e  a n g e l s ,  t h e  E lohim, c r e a t i v e
50
powers e m a n a t in g  from Jeh o v ah ,  i n  s h o r t ,  a l l  t h e  s t a r s . "
The s u b t i t l e  o f  th e  work, "ou La E o l i e  d 'E l b e h n o n , "  p ro ­
v i d e s  a  f u r t h e r  c lu e  t o  I g i t u r ' s  i d e n t i t y ,  s i n c e ,  a g a in  
a c c o r d i n g  t o  R e n e v i l l e ,  i n  Hebrew "E l  behnon" means " l e
f i l s  des  E lohim , p u i s s a n c e s  c r e a t r i c e s  emanees de Je h o -  
fiov a h . "  With t h e s e  f a c t s  i n  mind t h e n ,  I g i t u r  would r e p ­
r e s e n t  " t h e  son o f  t h e  s t a r s  who have  c r e a t e d  h e a v en  and
e a r t h  b e f o r e  any o t h e r  m a n i f e s t a t i o n . " ^  T h is  v iew
seems v a l i d  i n  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t i o n  does  i n v o l v e  a  q u e s t  f o r  
t h e  p u r i t y  o f  n o n - b e in g  b e f o r e  th e  a d v e n t  o f  b e i n g .  Mi­
chaud  s e e s  I g i t u r  a s  th e  " l o g i c a l  and  n e c e s s a r y  p r o d u c t  i n  
t h e  human o r d e r ,  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r i n c i p l e  from which
e v e r y t h i n g  c a m e . . . .  But he i s  above a l l ,  t h e  p o e t  h i m s e l f ,
62o b s e s s e d  by t h e  ' o l d  m o n s te r  o f  Im p o te n c y ' . "
J e a n - P i e r r e  R i c h a r d  s u g g e s t s  a  s i m p l e r  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  
which  does n o t  ex c lu d e  t h o s e  p r e v i o u s l y  g iv e n :  " I g i t u r
c ' e s t  c e l u i  q u i  s ' im p o s e  h lu i-m§me l a  l o i  de n ' § t r e  p a s :  
E lb e h n o n ,  c ' e s t - a - d i r e  p e u t - £ t r e  E l  be n o n e . . . . l e  ' n e  s o i s  
p e r s o n n e , ' 1 ' S t r e  q u i  a su  r e p o n d r e  n e g a t i v e m e n t  e t
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im p e ra t iv e m e n t  en l u i  a l a  v i e i l l e  i n t e r r o g a t i o n  s h a k e s -  
p e a r i e n n e .
The most c o g e n t  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h i s  v e r y  complex and 
d i f f i c u l t  work has  "been t h a t  g iv e n  by G a rd n e r  Davies  i n  
h i s  work Vers une e x p l i c a t i o n  r a t i o n n e l l e  du "Coup de d ^ s , " 
i n  which  he d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  c l o s e  p a r a l l e l s  i n  c o n t e n t  
be tween  I g i t u r  and t h e  much l a t e r  Un Ooup de d e s . I t  i s  
b ec a u se  o f  t h e  l i g h t  t h a t  i t  s h e d s ,  n o t  o n ly  on th e  l a t e r  
work, h u t  on t h e  n a t u r e  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  m e t a p h y s i c a l  q u e s t ,  
t h a t  I g i t u r  i s  now s t u d i e d .
The work i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  s e v e r a l  p a n e l s ,  i n c l u d i n g  
in  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n  an i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  f i v e  e p i s o d e s  num­
b e r e d  c o n s e c u t i v e l y ,  and s e v e r a l  v a r i a n t s  o f  t h e  p a n e l s .
The "Argument" p r e c e d i n g  t h e  work i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  Mallarme 
must have had a q u a d r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e  i n  mind f o r  t h e  
d e f i n i t i v e  v e r s i o n  ( t h e  work i s  u n f i n i s h e d ) .  A f o u r - p a r t  
movement, each  b e a r i n g  a t i t l e ,  i s  l i s t e d  i n  t h e  "Argument,"  
f o l l o w e d  by a resume o f  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  ea ch  p a r t .  I f  th e  
o r d e r  o f  t h e  work and  i t s  c o n t e n t  a r e  n o t  a s  c l e a r  as  th e  
r e a d e r  would l i k e ,  M al la rm e  a d d r e s s e s  h i m s e l f  d i r e c t l y  to  
t h e  r e a d e r  i n  an e p i g r a p h :  "Ce Conte s ' a d d r e s s e  a 1 ' I n ­
t e l l i g e n c e  du l e c t e u r ,  q u i  met l e s  ch o ses  en scene ,  e l l e -  
m£me."^
A ccord ing  t o  D a v i e s '  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  
a s su m p t io n  o f  t h i s  h i g h l y  a b s t r a c t  drama i s  t h a t  t h e  h e r o ,  
I g i t u r ,  has  been  a s k e d  by h i s  a n c e s t o r s  t o  perfo rm  a
I l l
c e r t a i n  a c t  t h a t  w i l l  s av e  them from t o t a l  o b l i v i o n .  S in ce  
I g i t u r  i s  t h e  l a s t  d e s c e n d a n t  o f  h i s  r a c e ,  h i s  f o r b e a r s  
f e e l  p a r t i c u l a r l y  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  t h e  m a c h in a t io n s  of ch a n ce .  
I g i t u r ,  by a b o l i s h i n g  c h a n c e ,  w i l l  remove w h a te v e r  v u l n e r a ­
b i l i t y  h i s  r a c e  may f e e l .  He must f u r t h e r  a r r i v e  a t  a 
p u re ,  a b s t r a c t  N o t io n  o f  s e l f  which would n e c e s s a r i l y  i n ­
c lu d e  t h a t  o f  h i s  a n c e s t o r s  s i n c e  h e  h i m s e l f  r e p r e s e n t s  
th e  sum t o t a l  of  them a l l .  Having a t t a i n e d  t h i s  p u re  I d e a  
o f  s e l f ,  I g i t u r  ( a n d  h i s  a n c e s t o r s )  would th e n  e x i s t  i n  
th e  A b s o lu t e ,  whereupon a c a s t  o f  t h e  d ic e  would be made 
i n  o r d e r  to  n e g a t e ,  t o  deny chance ,  a l l o w i n g  t h e  pu re  I d e a  
t o  l i v e  on o u t s i d e  o f  t i m e .
The f i r s t  e p i s o d e  i s  e n t i t l e d  "Le M i n u i t , " a b o u t  
which t h e  "Argument" s t a t e s  s im p ly ,  "M inu i t  sonne— l e  
m i n u i t  ou d o iv e n t  § t r e  j e t e s  l e s  d e s . " ^  A deco r  i s  e s ­
t a b l i s h e d  i n  th e  p a n e l :  t h e r e  r e m a in s  a p r e s e n c e  o f  mid­
n i g h t ,  t h e  t im e  o f  no t im e ,  so to  s p e a k ,  t h e  t im e  which 
f o r  a f l e e t i n g  moment b e l o n g s  n e i t h e r  t o  what p r e c e d e s  n o r  
t o  what w i l l  f o l l o w .  T h is  m id n i g h t  a p p e a r s  i n  a  dimly 
o u t l i n e d  room, a symbol and r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  Void,  f o r  
Mallarme evokes  im m e d ia te ly  what he  te rm s  t h e  r e c i p r o c a l  
v o id s  o f  t h e  s e a  and t h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  ( t h e  two v o i d s  
l a t e r  evoked i n  Coup de d e s ) , which a t  a g iv e n  moment 
( m id n ig h t— " l ' h e u r e  u n i e " )  w i l l  b r i n g  a b o u t  " l e  p r e s e n t  
a b s o lu  des c h o s e s , "  i . e . ,  t h e  a b s o l u t e  p u re  I d e a  which  
w i l l  be a t t a i n e d  by I g i t u r .  N e c e s s a ry  t o  t h i s  a t t a i n m e n t ,
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t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  t h e  a b o l i s h m e n t  o f  t i m e ,  t h e  f i r s t  c o n c e rn  o f  
t h e  h e r o .  I g i t u r ,  te rm ed  " l ' h & t e , "  a p p e a r s ,  s t r i p p e d  o f  
e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  p r e s e n c e ;  h i s  eyes  a p p e a r  " n u l s  p a r e i l s  aux 
m i r o i r s "  ( p .  4 3 5 ) .  T here  i s  an open book on a t a b l e ,  w h ich  
c o n t a i n s  " l e  s i l e n c e  d 'u n e  a n t i q u e  p a r o l e ,  p r o f e r e e  p a r  
l u i , "  ( p .  4 3 5 ) j i . e . ,  " l a  p a r o l e  de s a  d e s t i n e e . . . [ q u i ]  
c o n t i e n t  l a  p r e d i c t i o n  a l a q u e l l e  l e s  a n c § t r e s  d ' I g i t u r
f r j
a t t a c h e n t  une t e l l e  i m p o r t a n c e . "  ' T here  seems t o  o cc u r  a 
f u s i o n  o f  I g i t u r  w i th  t h i s  p r e s e n c e  o f  M id n ig h t ,  w hich ,  
t im e  o f  n o - t i m e ,  w i l l  a l l o w  him to  a t t a i n  p u r i t y ,  t h e  com­
p l e t e  a b s t r a c t i o n  o f  s e l f .  H e n c e f o r t h ,  I g i t u r  w i l l  be r e ­
f e r r e d  t o  a s  " I 1ombre": "ce  M in u i t  evoque son  ombre f i n i e
e t  n u l l e . . . . "  ( p .  435) I n  l e a v i n g  t h e  chamber ,  a s  he does 
i n  t h e  s e co n d  p a n e l ,  I g i t u r  b i d s  t h e  n i g h t  goo d -b y e ,  i n  
te rm s  t h a t  evoke b o th  what  he h a s  b een  and what he w i l l  
become: "Adieu ,  n u i t ,  que je  f u s ,  t o n  p r o p r e  s e p u l c r e ,
m ais  q u i ,  1 ' ombre s u r v i v a n t e ,  s e  m e ta m o rp h o se ra  en E t e r -  
n i t e . "  ( p .  436) The v o c a t i v e  n u i t  h e r e  i s  n o t  a r e f e r e n c e  
t o  m i d n i g h t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t o  what  h a s  p r e c e d e d  m i d n i g h t ,  a 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  f i n i t e  man, f rom  w hich  h a s  emerged 
a shadow w hich ,  on t h i s  m i d n i g h t ,  w i l l  a t t a i n  th e  A b s o lu te  
and e x i s t  beyond t im e .
P a n e l  Two, te rm e d  " L ' E s c a l i e r , "  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  
jo u r n e y  o f  t h e  shadow o f  I g i t u r  i n t o  h i s  S e l f .  The "Argu­
ment" s a y s :  " I g i t u r  d e s c e n d  l e s  e s c a l i e r s  de 1 ' e s p r i t  h u -  
main ,  v a  au fond  des c h o s e s ,  en ' a b s o l u '  q u ' i l  e s t . "  ( p .  434)
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The s t a i r c a s e  i s  a  symbol f o r  th e  d e s c e n t  i n t o  h i s  a n c e s ­
t r a l  p a s t ,  f o r  each  s u c c e s s i v e  a n c e s t o r  i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by 
a s t e p  011 t h e  s t a i r c a s e .  To a r r i v e  a t  t o t a l ,  p u re  s e l f -  
know ledge ,  I g i t u r  must a r r i v e  a t  a knowledge o f  each  of  
h i s  a n c e s t o r s  s i n c e  i n  e f f e c t ,  he i s  t h e  summation o f  h i s  
l i n e .  And I g i t u r ' s  shadow does a r r i v e  a t  t h i s  g o a l :  " i l
n ' y  a v a i t  p a s  a  s ' y  t r o m p e r  c ' e t a i t  l a  c o n s c i e n c e . . .  —  s a  
r e u s s i t e . "  ( p .  438)
However, h a v in g  a r r i v e d  " [ a u ]  c o eu r  de c e t t e  r a c e , "  
( p .  438) I g i t u r ! s shadow f i n d s  t h a t  he h a s  n o t  t o t a l l y  l o s t  
h i s  i n d i v i d u a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ;  t h e  f i r s t  p e r s o n  i n t r u d e s  i n  
t h e  n a r r a t i o n :  "Je  n ' a i m e  pas  ce b r u i t :  c e t t e  p e r f e c t i o n
de ma c e r t i t u d e  me g§ne:  t o u t  e s t  t r o p  c l a i r ,  l a  c l a r t e
m on tre  l e  d e s i r  d 'u n e  e v a s i o n . . . . "  ( p .  438) The n o i s e  i s  
h i s  own h e a r t - b e a t ,  which  now b e a t s  f o r  a l l  of h i s  a n c e s ­
t o r s  a s  w e l l .  The l i n g e r i n g  i n d i v i d u a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  s e p a ­
r a t e s  him from  t h e  A b s o l u t e ,  r a i s i n g  doubt  a s  t o  h i s  a b i l i ­
t y  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h e  Act f o r  which he was d e s t i n e d .  
I g i t u r - S h a d o w  p o n d e r s :  " D o i s - j e  en c o re  c r a i n d r e  l e  h a s a r d ,
c e t  a n t i q u e  ennemi q u i  me d i v i s a  en t e n k b r e s  e t  en temps 
c r e e s ,  p a c i f i e s  l a  t o u s  deux en un m&me somme?" ( p .  438)
The s p e c t e r  o f  t h e  two l i v e s  o f  I g i t u r  i s  evoked  h e r e :  
t h e  " tem ps c r e £ s "  r e p r e s e n t i n g  f i n i t e  t im e ,  t h e  w o r ld  o f  
t h e  m a t e r i a l  t h a t  he h a s  l e f t ,  and t h e  w o r ld  o f  " t e n e b r e s "  
i n  w h ich  t h e  p r e s e n t  j o u r n e y  i s  a c c o m p l ish e d ,  b o th  now 
f u s e d  by t h e  heavy  s l e e p  o f  th e  A b s o lu te ,  t h e  i n e r t i a  o f
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t h e  A b s o l u t e .  But t h e n  I g i t u r  does a r r i v e  a t  h i s  g o a l ,  
a f t e r  w h ich  he  a s s e r t s  t h a t  n o t h i n g  can  now f r i g h t e n  h im .
He a r r i v e s  a t  an a w a re n e s s  t h a t  t h e  h e a r t b e a t  was th e  so u n d  
o f  h i s  own p r o g r e s s  to w a r d  t h e  A b s o l u t e .  He r e c o g n i z e s  h i s  
own a r r i v a l  a s  t h o u g h  c o m p le t e ly  e x t e r n a l  from h i m s e l f ,  
s p e a k in g  o f  t h i s  S e l f  i n  t h e  t h i r d  p e r s o n :  " j e  v a i s
m ' o u b l i e r  a t r a v e r s  l u i ,  e t  me d i s s o u d r e  en m o i . "  ( p .  439) 
I g i t u r  i s  now a b l e  t o  l e a v e  t h i s  room i n  which  he has  a r ­
r i v e d  a t  h i s  A b s o lu t e ,  and  s i n c e  he h a s  i n  e f f e c t  met t h e  
n e c e s s a r y  r e q u i r e m e n t s ,  he  i s  now r e a d y  to  ac co m p l i sh  t h e  
A c t .
I n  t h e  t h i r d  e p i s o d e ,  e n t i t l e d  "Le Coup de d e s , "  
I g i t u r  p e r fo rm s  t h e  A ct :  " I I  r e c i t e  l a  p r e d i c t i o n  e t  f a i t
l e  g e s t e . "  ( p .  434) T h is  i s  th e  a c t  t h a t  w i l l  r a i s e  h i s  
a n c e s t o r s  t o  th e  r e a l m  o f  t h e  A b s o lu te  by a b o l i s h i n g  
c h a n ce .  B u t  I g i t u r  comes t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  Chance 
i s  n o t  s u b j e c t  e i t h e r  t o  n e g a t i o n  or  a f f i r m a t i o n :  " B r e f ,
dans un a c t e  ou l e  h a s a r d  e s t  en j e u ,  c ' e s t  t o u j o u r s  l e  
h a s a r d  q u i  a c c o m p l i t  s a  p r o p r e  id e e  en s ' a f f i r m a n t  ou se  
n i a n t .  D evan t  son e x i s t e n c e ,  l a  n e g a t i o n  e t  1 ' a f f i r m a t i o n  
v i e n n e n t  e c h o u e r . "  ( p .  441) R e a l i z i n g  th e  a b s u r d i t y  o f  
th e  A c t ,  I g i t u r  n o n e t h e l e s s  c a s t s  t h e  d i c e .  Chance seems 
t o  be n e g a t e d ,  a t  l e a s t  m o m e n ta r i ly ,  by th e  ap p e a ra n c e  o f  
th e  number tw e lv e  on t h e  d i c e ,  b u t  w h e th e r  n e g a t e d  or  a f ­
f i r m e d ,  I g i t u r  r e a l i z e s ,  chance  a c c o m p l i s h e s  i t s e l f ,  a r ­
r i v e s  a t  i t s  own p e r f e c t  N o t io n  o f  s e l f .  T h is  momentary
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n e g a t i o n  o f  chance  l e a d s  I g i t u r  to  t h e  A b s o l u t e ,  p a r a d o x i -
c a l  th ough  i t  may seem: " E l l e  a  eu r a i s o n  de l e  n i e r ,
—  s a  v i e  — pour  q u ' i l  a i t  e t !  a b s o l u . "  ( p .  434) And
a g a in :  "Ce h a s a r d  n i e  a l ' a i d e  d 'u n  a n a c h ro n ism e ,  un p e r -
sonnage ,  supreme i n c a r n a t i o n  de c e t t e  r a c e — q u i  s e n t  en
l u i ,  g r a c e  a l ' a b s u r d e ,  1 ' e x i s t e n c e  de 1 ' A b s o l u . "
( p .  442) By an a c t  o f  v o l i t i o n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  Hero t h i n k s
t h a t  " l a  c o n s c ie n c e  de s o i  p a r  l u i  a t t e i n t e  [ e s t ]  s i  p a r -
f a i t e  q u ' i l  an n u le  l e  H a s a r d . . .  Tout  ce q u ' i l  p e u t  a l o r s
c r e e r  c ' e s t  1 ' i m p o s s i b i l i t y  d ' S t r e ,  . . .  l ' a b s o l u . "  ( p .  4 3 0 )
I n  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  no n -b eco m in g ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  f o r  I g i t u r
to  do b u t  [ s o u f f l e r ]  l a  b o u g ie  de l ' S t r e ,  p a r  q u o i  t o u t  a
e t e . "  ( p .  434)
Thus I g i t u r  a r r i v e s  a t  t h e  p o i n t  where he m ust  c l o s e
th e  book of  h i s  d e s t i n y ,  " l e  g r i m o i r e , "  and blow o u t  th e
c a n d le  s y m b o l iz in g  t h a t  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  " q u i  a  pe rm is  a
681 ' a c t i o n  d ' a v o i r  l i e u , "  w h ich  h a s  a l l o w e d  a  f i r s t  p e r s o n  
n a r r a t o r  to  speak  o f  h i m s e l f  i n  th e  t h i r d  p e r s o n .  C ro s s ­
in g  h i s  arms, he l i e s  down on t h e  tomb o f  h i s  a n c e s t o r s ,  
which form s t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  b r i e f  f o u r t h  p a n e l ,  "Le 
sommeil s u r  l e s  c e n d r e s ,  a p r e s  l a  b o u g ie  s o u f f l e e . "  I g i t u r  
i s  a t  one w i th  th e  P u re  I d e a  o f  h i s  r a c e .  He d r i n k s  from 
a p h i a l  " l a  g o u t t e  du n e a n t  q u i  manque a  l a  m e r . . . .  Le 
n e a n t  p a r t i ,  r e s t e  l e  c h a t e a u  du l a  p u r e t ! . "  ( p .  443) I n  
an a d d i t i o n a l  p a n e l ,  t h e  l o g i c a l  o r d e r  o f  which  seems n o t  
to  be o b s e rv e d  i n  t h e  P l e i a d e  e d i t i o n ,  M allarm e a p p e a r s  t o
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have  i n t e n d e d  f o r  I g i t u r  t o  summarize h i s  l i f e  f o r  h i s  an­
c e s t o r s  "before s n u f f i n g  o u t  t h e  c a n d l e .  The p i c t u r e  I g i t u r  
p r e s e n t s  i s  t h a t  o f  h i s  l i f e  b e f o r e  em bark ing  upon th e  
p r e s e n t  j o u r n e y :  " E co u tez ,  ma r a c e ,  a v a n t  de s o u f f l e r  ma
b o u g i e — l e  compte que j ' a i  a vous r e n d r e  de ma v i e —  I c i ,  
n e v r o s e ,  e n n u i  (ou a b s o l u ! ) . "  ( p .  439) T h is  l a s t  f r a g m e n t  
seems t o  summarize t h e  im po tence  which M allarm e h a s  ex­
p e r i e n c e d  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  a b o u t  which more w i l l  be s a i d  l a t e r .  
I g i t u r  r e v e a l s  t h a t  he h as  always l i v e d  w i t h  an a c u t e  con­
s c i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  f lo w  o f  t im e ,  and h a s  s o u g h t  to  c a p t u r e  
i t ,  t o  a r r e s t  i t s  f lo w  by t h i c k e n i n g  t h e  c u r t a i n s  o f  h i s  
room, or  a g a i n  by s i t t i n g  o p p o s i t e  a m i r r o r ,  i n  an e f f o r t  
t o  a r r i v e  a t  t h a t  p e r f e c t  aw areness  o f  s e l f  which  th e  
c o n t e  d e s c r i b e s  i n  such  d e t a i l .
I t  i s  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  M a l l a r m e 's  l i f e  and h i s  
avowed p u rp o se  f o r  w r i t i n g  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  work ( t o  " t e r -  
r a s s e r  l e  v i e u x  m o n s t re  de 1 ' I m p u i s s a n c e " ) t h a t  I g i t u r  can 
b e s t  be u n d e r s t o o d .  D ur ing  th e  p e r i o d  i n  w h ich  c r i t i c s  
s i t u a t e  t h e  c o m p o s i t io n  o f  t h e  f i r s t  v e r s i o n  o f  I g i t u r , 
somewhere between  1867 and 1870, Mallarme was u n d e rg o in g  
t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  d e p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n  p rom pted  by h i s  e x p o s u re  
t o  t h e  i d e a s  o f  H eg e l ,  a p r o c e s s  which  was making i n o r d i ­
n a t e  demands on h i s  s t r e n g t h  and l u c i d i t y .  I n  e a r l y  1869 ,  
he  fo u n d  i t  i m p o s s i b l e  to  w r i t e  a t  a l l ,  even h i s  c o r r e s ­
po n d en ce .  T h is  i s  a l s o  t h e  p o i n t  a t  w h ich ,  f e e l i n g  h i s  
b r a i n  in v a d e d  by t h e  Dream, he im p lo re s  " l a  Grande N u i t "
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t o  d e s c e n d  upon him and t h e n ,  h i s  p l e a  g r a n t e d ,  t h e r e  
awakens w i t h i n  him a new c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  f o rm in g  a  new man 
which w i l l  a l lo w  him t o  r e d i s c o v e r  h i s  Dream, p re su m a b ly  
f rom a new p e r s p e c t i v e .
When Mallarme a t t e m p t s  t o  summarize t h e  l i f e  o f  
I g i t u r  i n  t h e  c o n t e , what he d e p i c t s  t h e r e  i s  a l i f e  p a r a ­
l y z e d  by e n n u i  and im p o te n c e ,  t h a t  im p o ten c e  which  he  him­
s e l f  h o p ed  t o  e x o r c i s e  by t h e  work. The e n t i r e  movement 
o f  t h e  n a r r a t i o n  i s  tow ard  t h e  p e r fo rm a n c e  o f  an a c t ,  t h e  
c a s t i n g  o f  t h e  d i c e .  T h is  a c t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  h a s  sy m b o l ic  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  w i th  r e g a r d  to  t h e  c r i s i s  t h a t  M allarme was 
u n d e r g o in g :  "Cet a c t e ,  nous  l e  sa v o n s ,  c o n s i s t e  a f i x e r
l a  p e n s e e  p a r  e c r i t ,  en t e r r a s s a n t  l e  demon de l ' l m p u i s -
gq ,
s a n c e . "  * Mallarme h o p e s ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  
work, t o  a r r i v e  a t  some c o n c l u s i o n  ab o u t  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  
what he t e rm s  h i s  c r e a t i v e  im p o ten c e ,  and  by h a v in g  I g i t u r  
c a s t  t h e  d i c e ,  he seems t o  p r o j e c t  more o f  a  w ish  t h a n  a 
c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  he w i l l  be a b l e  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  h i s  "Grand 
O e u v re ,"  t o  w r e s t  f rom chance  th e  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  go i n t o  
i t s  c o m p o s i t i o n .  D av ies  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  v a r i a n t  v e r s i o n s ,  
a p p a r e n t l y  w r i t t e n  a t  a  l a t e r  d a t e ,  show an u n c e r t a i n t y  
ab o u t  t h e  ac co m p l ish m en t  o f  t h e  Act ,  f o r  i n s t e a d  o f  c a s t ­
i n g  t h e  d i c e ,  I g i t u r  makes t h e  g e s t u r e  o f  d o in g  so ,  l e a v ­
in g  i t  u n s p e c i f i e d  w h e th e r  t h i s  g e s t u r e  was a  f e i n t  o r  a 
v a l i d  a c co m p l ish m e n t  o f  t h e  A c t .  T h is  i s  t h e  a r e a  where  
t h e  Coup de des w i l l  c o n c e n t r a t e  i t s  a t t e n t i o n :  on t h e
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a m b ig u i ty  o f  t h e  g e s t u r e  p e r fo rm e d  by t h e  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e .
Through I g i t u r ,  M alla rm e f i n d s  f o r  h i m s e l f  a s o r t  
o f  d e a t h — a s p i r i t u a l  d e a t h ,  a l l o w in g ,  him to  d ie  to  be r e ­
b o rn  a g a i n .  L i t e r a t u r e  a n n i h i l a t e s ,  M alla rm e seems t o  s a y ,  
b u t  t h e n  i t  r e s u s c i t a t e s  t o o .  On t h e  e s t h e t i c  l e v e l ,  t h e
70c a s t  o f  t h e  d i c e  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  a c t  o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n .  
Thought l e a d s  t o  d e a t h  i n  t h i s  s e n s e :  t h i s  t h o u g h t ,  w h ich
forms t h e  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  o f  t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n ,  r e q u i r e s  
t h e  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ,  o r  even  h i s  a n n i h i l a t i o n ,  
b e f o r e  t h e  e x i g e n c i e s  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s .  The c r e a t o r  
i s  t h e  one who must  d i s a p p e a r  so t h a t  t h e  work may have an 
autonomous e x i s t e n c e .  Chance i s  a n n u l l e d  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  
a  c h o i c e  i s  made; a word, o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  g r o u p in g  of  w ords ,  
comes t o  r e s t  as  a r e a l i t y  i n  t h e  l i t e r a r y  work, t h e r e b y  
d eny ing  e x i s t e n c e  t o  t h e  m u l t i p l e  a l t e r n a t e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
and t h e  f o r c e  t h a t  g o v e rn s  them. The a c t ,  t h e  c a s t  o f  t h e  
d i c e ,  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  t h e  work— t h i s  i s  what  a r r e s t s  
chance  and  f i x e s  i t .  When I g i t u r  l i e s  down on th e  tomb of  
h i s  a n c e s t o r s ,  he h a s  blown o u t  t h e  c a n d l e ,  b u t  he has  
a l s o  c l o s e d  t h e  book ,  " l e  g r i m o i r e , "  w hich  h a s  been  p r e s e n t  
from t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i o n .  Once t h i s  c l o s u r e  i s  
e f f e c t e d ,  I g i t u r  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  as  t h e  "supreme i n c a r n a t i o n  
o f  h i s  r a c e . "  The Dream, and  a l l  t h a t  h i s  a n c e s t o r s  have  
r e p r e s e n t e d  and c o n s ig n e d  t o  him, a r e  now i n  a pu re  and 
a b s o l u t e  s t a t e  where chance  h a s  no d om in ion .  The book may 
w e l l  be c l o s e d  a s  I g i t u r  and  Dream b o t h  e n t e r  th e  A b s o l u t e .
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In  t h e  e a r l i e s t  v e r s i o n ,  I g i t u r  d r i n k s  f rom a p h i a l  in  
which h i s  Dream h a s  d i e d :  " l e  R§ve a a g o n i s e  en c e t t e
f i o l e  de v e r r e ,  p u r e t e ,  q u i  r e n f e r m e  l a  s u b s t a n c e  du 
N e a n t . "  ( p .  439) The Dream and  i t s  d e a th  have  been  r e ­
c o rd e d ,  and t h e  Act h a s  been  c r e a t i v e .  And a s  Chisholm
n o t e s ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  a b s o l u t e  t o  w hich  Mallarm£ r e a l l y  a s -
71p i r e d — c r e a t i v e n e s s ,  w hich  e l i m i n a t e s  c h a n ce .
Absence p e r v a d e s  t h e  w ork .  R i c h a r d  h a s  te rm e d  i t
" l i t u r g i e  d 1a n d a n t i s s e m e n t "  i n  w h ich ,  f rom t h e  v e r y  o u t s e t ,
e v e r y t h i n g  h a s  d i s a p p e a r e d  f rom  t h e  f i e l d  o f  c o n s c i o u s -  
72n e s s .  Time i t s e l f  i s  n u l l i f i e d ;  m id n i g h t  i s  a most ap­
p r o p r i a t e  moment f o r  s e e k i n g  a  t i m e l e s s  A b s o lu te ,  and t h e  
whole a c t i o n  o c c u rs  w i t h i n  t h a t  f l a s h  t h a t  i s  p u re  mid­
n i g h t .  But even t h i s  m i d n i g h t  i s  d e n i e d  i t s  f u l l  e n t i t y ,  
f o r  i t  i s  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  e f f a c e m e n t :  " S u b s i s t e  une
p r e s e n c e  de m i n u i t . "  ( p .  434) A n n i h i l a t i o n  h as  s e t  i n  
h e r e ;  t h e  e n t i r e  s e q u e n c e  o c c u r s  i n  a f l a s h .  When th e  
ho u r  s t r i k e s ,  I g i t u r  an n o u n c es :  " l ' h e u r e  a  sonne pour moi 
de p a r t i r ,  l a  p u r e t e  de l a  g l a c e  s ' e t a b l i r a ,  s a n s  ce p e r -  
sonnage ,  v i s i o n  de m o i . . . . "  ( p .  439) The c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  
h as  moved from  p r e s e n c e  t o  a b s e n c e ,  v a p o r i z e d ,  a s  i t  w ere ,  
b e f o r e  t h e  r e a d e r 1s e y e .  But an A b s o lu te  i s  e s t a b l i s h e d  
i n  h i s  s t e a d .
T hroughou t  h i s  e a r l y  p o e t r y  and i n  t h e  c r i s i s  pe­
r i o d  a s  w e l l ,  M allarm e h a s  b e e n  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  im po tence ,  
what he c o n s i d e r e d  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  g r a s p  t h e  I d e a l .  The
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s t r u g g l e  o v e r  H ^rod iade  b r o u g h t  h i s  c r i s i s  t o  a  h e a d ,  a 
c r i s i s  o f  m e ta p h y s i c a l  and e s t h e t i c  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  I t  
b r i n g s  him f a c e  to  f a c e  w i t h  t h e  Void ,  and in  t h e  compre­
h e n s i o n  o f  t h e  Void, he f i n d s  a new o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  h i s  
work. He c o n c e iv e s  o f  a "Grand O e u v re , "  an  "oeuv re  p u r e , "  
t h a t  must  r e f l e c t  t h i s  Void ,  and t h i s  "o e u v re "  becomes i n  
i t s  t u r n  an I d e a l  as  u n r e l e n t i n g  a s  t h a t  a z u r  which f i ­
g u r e s  so e x t e n s i v e l y  i n  h i s  e a r l y  p o e t r y .  Viewed i n  te rm s  
o f  t h i s  new I d e a l ,  h i s  works seem t o  be  j u s t  so  many r e ­
c o r d s  o f  h i s  own f a i l u r e .
The Void which he p e r c e i v e s  a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  l i f e  be ­
comes t h e  f o c u s  of h i s  c r e a t i v e  e n d e a v o r s .  The d e p i c t i o n  
o f  t h e  Void becomes a  form o f  s u b l i m a t i o n  o f  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  
t o  a t t a i n  t h e  I d e a l ,  f rom  t h i s  f o r c e  of  n e g a t i o n  comes 
so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e ,  i n  a  t y p i c a l  H e g e l i a n  s y n t h e s i s — th e  
work .  And even i f  t h a t  work does n o t  q u i t e  m easure  up to  
t h e  I d e a l  v iew  he h a s  o f  i t ,  t h e n ,  a s  he h i m s e l f  c o n c e d e s :  
"Apres  t o u t ,  des  poemes, s e u le m e n t  t e i n t e s  d ' a b s o l u ,  s o n t  
d e j a  b e a u x . T h e  p o e t  h a s  found  a w o rk a b le  compromise.
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CHAPTER III
LA HANTISE DU NEANT
The y e a r s  o f  c r i s i s  have  p ro d u c e d  a  change o f  o u t ­
lo o k  and o f  o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  M a l la rm e .  L u r i n g  t h e  p o s t ­
c r i s i s  y e a r s ,  t h e  h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r  i s  s u p e r s e d e d  by a 
h a n t i s e  du n e a n t , which  l e a d s  t h e  p o e t  t o  e x p r e s s  h i s  ma­
l a i s e  i n  t e rm s  o f  s e v e r a l  r e c u r r e n t  th e m es ,  n o t a b l y ,  t h e  
Void i t s e l f ,  and th e  theme o f  N ig h t .  Whereas t h e  Dream 
r e q u i r e d  t h a t  t h e r e  be an Azure beyond ,  an i d e a l  p l a c e  b e ­
yond t h e  c o n c r e t e  u n i v e r s e ,  i n  which  i t s  p e r f e c t  e x p r e s ­
s i o n  m ig h t  be c o n t a i n e d ,  t h e  l o s s  o f  t h a t  Dream b r i n g s  t h e  
d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  Azure ,  t o  be r e p l a c e d  by t h e  p r e s e n c e  of  
N ig h t ,  w hich  i s  n o t h i n g  more t h a n  th e  v i s u a l  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i o n  of  t h e  Void .  The h a n t i s e  du n e a n t  w i l l  be r e f l e c t e d  
r i c h l y  i n  b o t h  theme and  t e c h n i q u e  d u r in g  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  
M a l l a r m e ' s  l i f e .
A n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  p o e t r y  from th e  l a s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s  
o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  l i f e t i m e  w i l l  be made a c c o r d i n g  t o  them e.  
There  a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  poems i n  which th e  two themes men­
t i o n e d  above f u s e ,  b u t  c a t e g o r i z a t i o n  w i l l  be made on t h e  
b a s i s  o f  t h e  dominant them e .  No e f f o r t  w i l l  be made to  
o b se rv e  s t r i c t  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  o r d e r  s i n c e  c h ro n o lo g y  seems 
r e l a t i v e l y  u n im p o r ta n t  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  c r i s i s  y e a r s .  The
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V oid f i n d s  e x p r e s s i o n  th r o u g h  h o th  form and c o n t e n t ,  some­
t im e s  more t h r o u g h  t h e  one t h a n  th ro u g h  t h e  o t h e r .  With 
r e f e r e n c e  t o  c o n t e n t ,  i t  may r e v o l v e  a round  t h e  o l d  theme 
of  im p o te n c e ,  o r  i t  may o c c u r  i n  t h e  theme o f  t h e  a b o l i ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n c r e t e  t h i n g s  o f  th e  w o r ld .  Again  t h e  Void  
may i n t r u d e ,  n o t  i n  t h e m a t i c  t r e a t m e n t  o f  a b o l i t i o n ,  b u t  
i n  t h e  " t e c h n i q u e  o f  a b s e n c e "  whereby t h e  p o e t  s u g g e s t s  a  
n o n - m a t e r i a l ,  v o l a t i l i z e d  e s s e n c e  i n  p r e f e r e n c e  to  t h e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  of  m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t s .
One o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  f i r s t  poems to  embody th e  r e f l e c ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  Void i s  " S a i n t e , "  w r i t t e n  i n  December, 1865 ,  
when t h e  p o e t  was i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  h i s  c r i s i s .  W r i t t e n  f o r  
t h e  godm other  o f  h i s  d a u g h t e r  Genevieve ,  the  poem d e p i c t s  
a s t a i n e d - g l a s s  window p o r t r a y i n g  an image o f  S a i n t  C e c i ­
l i a ,  p a t r o n  s a i n t  o f  m u s i c .  She a p p e a r s  to  b e  p l a y i n g  a  
h a r p ,  b u t  t h e  h a rp  i s  o n ly  s u g g e s t e d  by t h e  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  
o f  an a n g e l ' s  wing,  a g a i n s t  which h e r  own u p l i f t e d  f i n g e r  
s u g g e s t s  t h e  p l u c k in g  m o t io n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  p l a y i n g  
o f  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t .
A l a  f e n & t r e  rec&Lant 
Le s a n t a l  v i e u x  q u i  se dedore  
De s a  v i o l e  e t i n c e l a n t  
J a d i s  avec  f lClte  ou mandore,
E s t  l a  S a i n t e  p&le, e t a l a n t  
Le l i v r e  v i e u x  q u i  se d e p l i e  
Du M a g n i f i c a t  r u i s s e l a n t  
J a d i s  s e l o n  v § p re  e t  co m p l ie :
A ce v i t r a g e  d ' o s t e n s o i r  
Que f r b l e  une h a r p e  p a r  1 'A nge  
formee avec  son v o l  du s o i r  
Pour l a  d e l i c a t e  pha lange
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Du d o i g t  que ,  s a n s  l e  v i e u x  s a n t a l  
Ni l e  v i e u x  l i v r e ,  e l l e  b a l a n c e  
Sur l e  plumage i n s t r u m e n t a l ,
M u s ic ie n n e  du s i l e n c e .
The em phas is  i n  th e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e  i s  n o t  on p r e s ­
ence so  much as  011 d i s a p p e a r a n c e ,  n o t  on t h e  s c en e  o r i g i ­
n a l l y  d e p i c t e d  i n  t h e  g l a s s  b u t  r a t h e r  on one which h a s  
been  a b s t r a c t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  a n n i h i l a t i n g  f o r c e  o f  t i m e .  
Absence i s  s u g g e s t e d  i n  s e v e r a l  ways, n o t a b l y  th r o u g h  t h e  
words " r e c e l a n t "  and " j a d i s . "  The f i r s t  o f  t h e s e  s u g g e s t s  
t h a t  s o m e th in g  i s  l a c k i n g .  The i n s t r u m e n t s  i n  q u e s t i o n  
a r e  s c a r c e l y  v i s i b l e ;  t h e y  seem h a l f - h i d d e n  now due t o  t h e  
e r o s i o n  o f  a g e .  The sanda lw ood  o f  t h e  v i o l  i s  l o s i n g  i t s  
g i l t ;  i t  seems t o  b e l o n g  t o  t im e s  o f  y o re  ( j a d i s ) .
R e p e t i t i o n  o f  t h e  word " j a d i s "  i n  t h e  se cond  s t r o p h e  
e s t a b l i s h e s  a p a r a l l e l  w i t h  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  d e p i c t e d  i n  t h e  
f i r s t ,  w i t h  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e :  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e  i t  was
a q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  f a d i n g  o f  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  b u t  now i t  i s  
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  book .  The hymnal i s  e q u a l l y  c o n s ig n e d  
to  d i s u s e  and  hence  o b l i v i o n .  The f l o r i d  m u s i c a l  n o t a ­
t i o n s  seem t o  t r i c k l e  a c r o s s  t h e  page .  The words "v ie u x "  
and " j a d i s , "  t h e  p a l e n e s s  o f  t h e  s a i n t ,  t h e  f a d e d  q u a l i t y  
of  t h e  v i o l — t h e s e  a r e  so many s i g n s  t h a t  s u g g e s t  t h e  d u s t  
o f  t h e  ages  t h a t  h a s  d e s c en d e d  upon t h e  s c e n e ,  and which 
i s  i n  t h e  i n e x o r a b l e  p r o c e s s  o f  removing  t h i s  s cen e  f rom  
e x i s t e n c e  f o r  a l l  t i m e .
The n e g a t i o n  s t a t e d  i n  the  f i r s t  two s t r o p h e s  i s  
r e i n f o r c e d  i n  t h e  f o u r t h :  " . . . s a n s  l e  v i e u x  s a n t a l /  Ni
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l e  v i e u x  l i v r e  " ( 1 1 .  1 3 -1 4 )  The f i n g e r  o f  C e c i l i a  i s
u p l i f t e d ,  and b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d i s t o r t e d  p e r s p e c t i v e  n o t  i n ­
f r e q u e n t  i n  s t a i n e d  g l a s s ,  she  seems now t o  be p l a y i n g  
upon t h e  wing o f  t h e  a n g e l .  She i s  te rm e d  i n  t h e  c l o s i n g  
l i n e  a " m u s ic i a n  o f  s i l e n c e , "  an image w hich  c a p t u r e s  su c ­
c i n c t l y  t h e  f e e l i n g  c r e a t e d  by a l l  t h a t  h a s  p r e c e d e d .  The 
r e a d e r  h a s  been  p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h i s  s i l e n t  m us ic  by th e  em­
p h a s i s  on f a d i n g  and  a b s e n c e  which o c c u r s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
poem.
T h i s  l i t t l e  p i e c e  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p e r f e c t  b l e n d i n g  
o f  P a r n a s s i a n  and S y m b o l i s t  t e c h n i q u e s ,  which  N o u le t  ex­
p r e s s e s  i n  th e  f o l l o w i n g  t e rm s :
. . . c e s  s t a n c e s  s o n t  pu rem en t  d e s c r i p t i v e s ,  purement 
p a r n a s s i e n n e s  dans l e u r  donnee .  L eu r  v e r t u  e t r a n g e  
e s t  dans  l e  s t y l e ,  dans  l a  s y n t a x e ,  dans l e s  r e p e t i ­
t i o n s ,  dans l a  c o m p o s i t i o n  s y m e t r i q u e ,  dans 1 ' e f f o r t  
d ' a s s u r e r ,  p a r  l e s  m o ts ,  e t  l e u r  p l a c e  e t  l e u r  r a p p o r t  
e t  l e u r s  sons  e t  l a  c o n s t r u c t i o n  de cha-que v e r s ,  une 
a u d i t i o n  p l u s  m y s t e r i e u s e .1
Cohn g r a s p s  t h e  f e e l i n g  o f  t h e  poem p e r f e c t l y  i n  a f f i r m ­
in g  t h a t  "We a r e  r e m in d e d  o f  K e a t s '  ' u n h e a r d  m u s i c '  f r o z e n ,  
v i s u a l l y ,  on a G re c ia n  u r n .  The s o n n e t  t h u s  g e n t l y  r e p r e ­
s e n t s  t h e  a s p i r a t i o n  o f  M a l l a r m l ' s  a r t  t h a t  o c c a s i o n a l l y
2seems, o r  somehow manages ,  t o  e x p r e s s . t h e  i n e f f a b l e . "
The change  w hich  M alla rm e  w rought  upon t h e  o r i g i n a l  t i t l e  
shows t h e  w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  te n d e n c y  t o  choose  t h e  a b s t r a c t  
over  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e r e b y  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  
im p r e s s i o n  o f  n e g a t i o n  t h a t  i s s u e s  f rom t h e  poem. O r i g i ­
n a l l y  e n t i t l e d  " S a i n t e  C e c i l e  jo u a n t  s u r  l ' a i l e  d 'u n
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c h e r u b i n , " i t  becomes s im p ly  " S a i n t e "  i n  t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  
v e r s i o n .
M a l l a r m e ' s  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  a b s t r a c t  i s  s t a t e d  
most c o n c r e t e l y  i n  a s o n n e t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  J a n u a r y ,  1887,
"Mes Bouquins  r e f e r m e s  s u r  l e  nom de P a p h o s , "  i n  w hich ,  
more so th a n  anywhere e l s e ,  he h a s  s o u g h t  t o  " i n v e s t i r  
l ' a b s e n c e  d 'u n e  v a l e u r  p o s i t i v e . . . . " ^  The f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  
shows t h e  p o e t  t a k i n g  o b v io u s  p l e a s u r e  i n  a  l a n d s c a p e  t h a t  
i s s u e s  f rom h i s  own i m a g i n a t i o n :  "Mes b o u q u in s  r e f e r m e s
s u r  l e  nom de P a p h o s , /  I I  m'amuse d ' e l i r e  avec  l e  s e u l  
g e n i e /  Une r u i n e ,  p a r  m i l l e  ecumes b e n i e /  Sous l ' h y a c i n t h e ,  
au l o i n ,  de s e s  j o u r s  t r i o m p h a u x . "  ( l l .  104)  Paphos i s  a 
Greek c i t y  o f  a n t i q u i t y ,  founded  by t h e  Amazons, on t h e  
i s l a n d  o f  Cyprus .  Through " g e n ie "  ( t h e  etymon o f  which  i s  
t h e  L a t i n  in g e n iu m , m eaning  a game o f  t h e  m i n d ) , ^  t h e  p o e t  
e l e c t s  t o  r e c r e a t e  a r u i n  as  i t  had  once e x i s t e d  i n  f a r -  
d i s t a n t ,  t r i u m p h a l  t i m e s .  The warmth and  s p l e n d o r  of  t h i s  
e v o c a t i o n  a r e  im m e d ia te ly  n e g a t e d  by t h e  se c o n d  s t r o p h e ,  
which  e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  c u r r e n t  r e a l i t y  o f  i n t e n s e  c o l d  by 
way o f  c o n t r a s t :  "Coure l e  f r o i d  avec  s e s  s i l e n c e s  de
f a u x , /  Je  n ' y  h u l u l e r a i  pas  de v i d e  n e n i e /  S i  ce t r k s  
b l a n c  e b a t  au  r a s  du s o l  d e n i e /  A t o u t  s i t e  l ' h o n n e u r  du 
p ay s a g e  f a u x . "  (1 1 .  5 -8 )  T h is  d e p i c t s  a  snowstorm s c e n e ,  
t h e  w h i r l i n g  movement o f  w h ich  d e n i e s  f o r  v e r y  lo n g  to  t h e  
p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  th e  a b i l i t y  t o  s u s t a i n  t h e  v i s i o n :  i t
can t a k e  a n c h o r  now here .  D e s p i t e  t h i s  i n t r u s i o n  and th e
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a b o l i t i o n  o f  h i s  dream, t h e  p o e t  q u i e t l y  a s s e r t s  t h a t  he 
w i l l  u t t e r  no f u n e r e a l  l a m e n t a t i o n  a t  i t s  d i s a p p e a r a n c e .
The t e r c e t s  r e v e a l  why he v iew s  t h i s  d i s a p p e a r a n c e
w i t h  such  e q u a n im i ty :
Ma f a im ,  q u i  d ' a u c u n s  f r u i t s  i c i  ne se  r e g a l e ,
Trouve en l e u r  d o c t e  manque une s a v e u r  e g a l e :
Qu'un e c l a t e  de c h a i r  humain e t  p a r fu m a n t !
Le p i e d  s u r  q u e lq u e  g u i v r e  ou n o t r e  amour t i s o n n e ,
J e  pense  p lu s  lo n g te m p s  p e u t - § t r e  epe rdum ent  
A 1 ' a u t r e ,  au s e i n  b r f t l e  d 'u n e  a n t i q u e  amazone.
(1 1 . 9- 1 4 )
The f i r s t  two l i n e s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  t e r c e t  o f f e r  t h e  
e x p l a n a t i o n .  Having no t a s t e  f o r  t h e  f r u i t s  o f  t h i s  
e a r t h ,  so t o  speak ,  t h e  p o e t  f i n d s  co m p en sa to ry  d e l i g h t  i n  
t h e i r  " l e a r n e d  a b s e n c e , "  i . e . ,  i n  t h e i r  r e - c r e a t i o n  t h r o u g h  
t h e  f a c u l t i e s  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n .  P r o o f  o f  t h i s  o b s e s s i v e  
a t t r a c t i o n  i s  g iv e n  i n  t h e  t h i r d  l i n e ;  t h e  f r u i t s  o f  ab­
s e n c e  a r e  p l a c e d  i n  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  w i t h  t h a t  m ost  a t t r a c ­
t i v e  o f  human f r u i t s ,  t h e  f e m a le  b r e a s t ,  s e n s u a l l y  de­
s c r i b e d  i n  t h i s  v i b r a n t  l i n e .  I t  i s  a s  th o u g h  t h e  p o e t  
e x h o r t s  t h e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  s u c h  a b r e a s t  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  he 
may p rove  t h e  p o i n t .  The l i n e  may be r e a d  a s  "Though one 
of  them ( f r u i t s ,  i . e . ,  b r e a s t s )  s h o u ld  b u r s t  w i t h  human
p erfum ed  f l e s h "  o r  i t  c o u l d  be v iew ed  a s  more e x h o r t a -
t o r y ,  w i t h  th e  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  would  l i k e  th u s  
t o  be t e s t e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  p ro v e  h i s  p o i n t .
The f i n a l  t e r c e t  c l e a r l y  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  p r e d i l e c ­
t i o n  f o r  t h e  " a b s e n t  f r u i t " ;  t h e  s c e n e  evoked  may be t h a t  
o f  t h e  p o e t  l y i n g  abed ,  h i s  f o o t  on t h e  " g u i v r e "  ( i . e . ,
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t h e  d e s ig n s  of  t h e  sn a k e  t h a t  s e r v e s  a s  t h e  f o o t  o f  t h e  
b e d ) , ^  remembering  t h e  p a r t  t h a t  l o v e  h a s  p l a y e d  i n  h i s  
l i f e .  The im p o r t  o f  t h e  l a s t  two l i n e s  i s  c l e a r :  th e
b u rn e d  b r e a s t  o f  th e  a n c i e n t  Amazon i s  more f a s c i n a t i n g  
f o r  M allarm e t h a n  i s  t h e  r e a l  one m e n t io n e d  i n  th e  l a s t  
l i n e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  t e r c e t .  I t  commands h i s  a t t e n t i o n  l o n g ­
e r ,  a p p a r e n t l y  i n  a more i n t e n s e  f a s h i o n ,  t h a n  does t h e  
r e a l  one .  The r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  Amazon's b u r n e d  b r e a s t  i s  
m y t h o l o g i c a l .  They were s a i d  t o  b u rn  o f f  one o f  t h e i r  
b r e a s t s  i n  o r d e r  b e t t e r  t o  be  a b l e  t o  s h o o t  t h e  bow. This  
s a c r i f i c e  t o  s k i l l  o f f e r s  a p a r a l l e l ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  w i th  th e  
p o e t ,  who must s a c r i f i c e  i n  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  w o r ld .  F i r s t ,  
t h e r e  i s  t h e  s a c r i f i c e  o f  en n u i  i m p l i e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  t e r ­
c e t :  "Ma fa im  q u i  d ' a u c u n s  f r u i t s  i c i  ne se  r e g a l e , "
which l e a d s  t h e  p o e t ,  by way o f  c o m p e n sa t io n ,  i n t o  the  
w o r ld  o f  a b s e n c e .  And s e c o n d l y ,  i t  i s  t h e  w orld  o f  th e  
I d e a l  which  imposes upon him t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  o f  " d e p e r so n ­
a l i z a t i o n ,  " n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  a c l e a r e r  v i ­
s i o n  o f  r e a l i t y .  The p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  t h e  a b s e n t ,  i t  
s c a r c e l y  n e e d  be s a i d ,  i s  t y p i c a l l y  M a l la rm ean .  Th is  poem 
p r o v i d e s  a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n v ic ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  supremacy o f  t h e  im a g in a ry  o v e r  t h e  r e a l .
Absence i s  t h e  p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e  h e r e — a l a n d s c a p e  
d i s t a n t  i n  t im e  and s p a c e ,  f l a s h i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  p o e t ' s  
mind a s  he comes upon t h e  word "Paphos" i n  a book he i s  
r e a d i n g .  But no s o o n e r  does  t h e  v i s i o n  s h i n e  f o r t h  th a n
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t h e  gloom o f  t h e  r e a l  w i n t e r  s c en e  c a n c e l s  i t  o u t  o f  e x i s ­
t e n c e .  The same c o n t r a s t  be tw een  r e a l i t y  and t h e  w o r ld  o f  
th e  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  p r o v i d e d  i n  t h e  t e r c e t s ,  i n  te rm s  o f  
t h e  f l e s h .  The a b s e n t  b r e a s t  h a s  more r e a l  meaning f o r  
th e  p o e t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  i t  
i s  a b s e n t .  The m a t e r i a l  t h i n g s  o f  t h e  w o r ld  encumber, 
s t u l t i f y  t h e  man of  M a l l a r m e ' s  e x a g g e r a t e d  s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  
The v a p o r o u s ,  t h e  d ia p h a n o u s ,  t h e  f l e e t i n g ,  t h e  f a d e d ,  t h e  
d e - m a t e r i a l i z e d ,  th e  a b s e n t — t h e s e  a r e  t h e  t h i n g s  w hich  
p iq u e ,  w hich  p r o v id e  t h e  im p e tu s  f o r  c r e a t i o n ,  which i s s u e  
t h e  c h a l l e n g e  to  t h e  p o e t ,  which  u l t i m a t e l y  a l lo w  him to  
p l a y  God i n  t h e  manner i n  which  he  i s  b e s t  s u i t e d  to  do so .
T h is  p r o c e s s  o f  v o l a t i l i z a t i o n  i s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  ad­
m i r a b l y  i n  t h e  s o n n e t  "Toute  l '&me re su m e e"  ( p u b l i s h e d  i n  
1895)» w hich  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  m e n t io n e d  a s  a somewhat p l a y ­
f u l l y  s e r i o u s  a r t  p o e t i q u e . In d e e d ,  i t  i s  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  
V e r l a i n e ' s  poem which  a d v o c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  c u l t i v a t e  
" . . . l a  ch an so n  g r i s e /  Ou l ' I n d e c i s  au  P r e c i s  s e  j o i n t .
The m essage  i s  c a r r i e d  by  t h e  somewhat f r i v o l o u s  b u t  v a l i d  
an a lo g y  o f  t h e  smoker o f  t h e  c i g a r  who e x h a l e s  h i s  s o u l  
( t h e  i d e a  o f  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  w a tc h in g  th e  
s w i r l i n g  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  smoke) as  he e x h a l e s  c i g a r  smoke:
Toute 1 '  §me resum ee 
Quand l e n t e  nous  l ' e x p i r o n s  
Dans p l u s i e u r s  ro n d s  de fumee 
A b o l i s  en a u t r e s  ro n d s
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A t t e s t e  q u e lq u e  c i g a r e  
B rG lan t  savamment pour  peu  
Que l a  ce n d re  se  s e p a r e  
De son c l a i r  b a i s e r  de f e u
A i n s i  l e  c h o e u r  des rom ances  
A l a  l k v r e  v o l e - t - i l  
E x c l u s - e n  s i  t u  commences 
Le r £ e l  p a r c e  que v i l
Le s e n s  t r o p  p r e c i s  r a t u r e  
Ta vague  1 l i t e r a t u r e .
The f i r s t  s t a n z a  does n o t h i n g  more t h a n  i n t r o d u c e  
t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  th e  s e n t e n c e ,  which  i s  t h e n  q u a l i f i e d .  How­
e v e r ,  t h e  a r t  o f  smoking, so a p t l y  d e s c r i b e d  h e r e ,  assumes 
t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th o u g h t  and h e n c e  o f  p o e t i c  c r e a ­
t i o n .  The p o e t ' s  t h o u g h t ,  p ro v o k ed  by t h e  c o n s t a n t l y  en­
l a r g i n g  c i r c l e  o f  smoke r i n g s ,  f o l l o w s  t h e  same p a t t e r n  o f  
e x p a n s io n  and  d i s a p p e a r a n c e ,  a p a t t e r n  t h a t  i s  s u c c e s s i v e  
i n  n a t u r e ,  f o r  w i th  each  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  t h e r e  o c c u r s  t h e
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a p p e a r a n c e  o f  a n o t h e r  r i n g .  The p r o c e s s  i s  a k i n  t o  th e  
p o e t i c  a c t .  P o e t r y  i s  t h e  p u f f  o f  smoke " i n t o  w hich  t h e  
s o u l  i s  e n t i r e l y  w i th d ra w n .  L in e  f o l l o w s  l i n e ,  v e r s e ,  
v e r s e ,  e a c h  e le m e n t  d i s s o l v i n g ,  ' a b o l i s h e d '  i n  t h e  f o l l o w ­
in g  e l e m e n t . " ' 1'^
C u r i o u s l y ,  i t  i s  t h i s  "whole s o u l  summed up" which  
a t t e s t s  ( b e a r s  o u t ,  a s s u r e s  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f )  t h e  c i g a r ,  t h e  
i m m a t e r i a l  t h e r e b y  s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  t h e  m a t e r i a l .  The exha­
l a t i o n  o f  s m o k e - t h o u g h t - s o u l  o c c u r s  t o  t h e  same e x t e n t  as  
t h e  c i g a r  b u r n s .  The c i g a r  t h u s  " s k i l l f u l l y  a c c o m p l i s h e s  
a  k i n d  o f  a l c h e m i s t i c  o p e r a t i o n  w i th  e a c h  p u f f . . .  The p o e t  
o p e r a t e s  i n  t h i s  way, s k i l l f u l l y  s e p a r a t i n g  t h e  b r i g h t
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f i r e  o f  t h e  s o u l  f rom t h e  a s h e s  o f  r e a l i t y .  The t h i r d  
q u a t r a i n  c o n t i n u e s  t h e  a n a lo g y .  The " c h o ru s  o f  rom ances"  
f l y i n g  to  t h e  l i p s  o f  th e  sm o k e r -p o e t  r e p r e s e n t s  " 1 ' en -
x 12sem ble  des  ch a n so n s ,  des  poemes, 1 ' oeuv re  e l le -m £ m e ."
The c i g a r  b u r n s  "k n o w ledgeab ly"  i n s o f a r  as  t h e  a s h  i s  
s l o u g h e d  o f f  by th e  k i s s  o f  f i r e .  S t r u c t u r a l l y ,  t h e  word 
" a i n s i "  e s t a b l i s h e s  an a n a lo g y  between t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  
t h e  a s h  and t h e  u p s u rg e  o f  t h e  c h o r u s .  Prom t h i s  c h o ru s  
m ust  be  e x c lu d e d  " l e  r e e l ,  p a r c e  que v i l . "  In  e f f e c t ,  t h e  
p o e t - c r i t i c  h as  e x c lu d e d  f rom  h i s  work th e  r e l a t i o n  o f  
a n e c d o t e ,  t h e  n a r r a t i o n  o f  i n c i d e n t ,  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  m a te ­
r i a l  t h i n g s  p e r  s e . The c o u p l e t  i s  u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  
l i m p i d .  Por  M al la rm e ,  f o r  whom th e  g r e a t  v a l u e  o f  p o e t r y  
l a y  i n  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  s u g g e s t  and hence  to  c r e a t e  new 
r e a l m s  o f  t h o u g h t  and f e e l i n g  th ro u g h  th e  power o f  im p re ­
c i s i o n ,  t h e r e  co u ld  be  no compromise w i t h  t h i s  most  b a s i c  
t e n e t .  To s u g g e s t  i s  t o  c r e a t e .
A r a r e  moment o f  q u i e t  p l e a s u r e ,  i n s p i r e d  by a 
f l a s h  o f  b e a u t y ,  i s  d e s c r i b e d  in  t h e  sh im m ering ,  im p re s ­
s i o n i s t i c  p i e c e ,  " P e t i t  A i r ,  I :  Quelconque une s o l i t u d e , "
w r i t t e n  and p u b l i s h e d  i n  1894 .  A p e r c e p t i o n  of  movement,  
o f  l i n e  and c o l o r ,  i s  d e p i c t e d  a g a i n s t  a back d ro p  o f  v a ­
c a n cy — a s o l i t u d e ,  i . e . ,  a s o l i t a r y  p l a c e ,  a p p a r e n t l y  a l o n g  
a r i v e r .  The o n ly  d e s c r i p t i o n  g iv e n  o f  t h e  l o c a l e  i s  i n  
n e g a t i v e  t e rm s — th e  a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  swan or t h e  quay:
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Quelconque une s o l i t u d e  
Sans l e  cygne n i  l e  q u a i  
Mire s a  d e s u e tu d e  
Au r e g a r d - q u e  j ' a b d i q u a i
I c i  de l a  g l o r i o l e  
Haute a. ne l a  p as  t o u c h e r  
Dont m a in t  c i e l  se  b a r i o l e  
Avec l e s  o r s  de coucher
Mais l a n g o u re u s e m e n t  lo n g e  
Oomme de b l a n c  l i n g e  &te 
Tel  f u g a c e  o i s e a u  s i  p longe  
E x u l t a t r i c e  a  c&te
Dans l ' o n d e  t o i  devenue 
Ta j u b i l a t i o n  nue
To comprehend t h e  l a s t  two l i n e s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  qua­
t r a i n ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  f o l l o w  th e  t h o u g h t  i n t o  t h e  
second ,  where  M allarme d e v e lo p s  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  
g a z e ,  i n d i c a t i n g  f rom  whence i t  h a s  been  d i s p l a c e d .  I t  
becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  s o l i t u d e  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  eye 
of  t h e  p o e t - w a n d e r e r , who h a s  t u r n e d  h i s  g l a n c e  away from 
th e  " g l o r i o l e , "  t h e  v a i n g l o r y  o f  a l u s h  s u n s e t  t h a t  can be 
compared t o  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  p a l e t t e  from which many an even­
in g  sky i s  c o l o r e d .  The r e f e r e n c e  to  v a i n g l o r y  s u g g e s t s  
t h e  a r t i s t ' s  i n n e r  s t a t e :  t h e  sum ptuousness  and t h e  g r e a t
remove o f  t h e  s u n s e t  f i l l  t h e  a r t i s t ,  a t  l e a s t  m o m e n ta r i ly ,  
w i t h  a c e r t a i n  m a l a i s e  which he s e e k s  t o  d i s p e l  by contem­
p l a t i o n  o f  a  more im m edia te  s c e n e .  There  i s  an  i n t r u s i o n  
upon t h e  s o l i t u d e ,  however,  an i n t r u s i o n  ambiguous i n  i t s  
p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  i n  w hich  d i f f i c u l t  s y n ta x  c r e a t e s  an a u r a  of' 
v a g u e n e s s  so f r e q u e n t  i n  M a l la rm e .  There i s  movement, b u t  
o f  w hat?  A b i r d  d r i f t i n g  l a z i l y  by ,  a s  Gohn s u g g e s t s ? . ^
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The p a r a l l e l  o f  a  “b i r d ' s  f l i g h t  w i t h  t h e  movement o f  t h e  
r i v e r  a s  Mauron s u g g e s t s ? " ^  I n  any c a s e ,  t h e  p r e c i s e  n a ­
t u r e  o f  t h e  o c c u r r e n c e  which  g i v e s  r i s e  t o  t h e s e  l i n e s  
seems u n i m p o r t a n t .  There  i s  a s u g g e s t i o n  o f  v a r i o u s  k i n d s  
o f  v e r y  f l u i d  movement, a l l  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  i n  t h i s  p e r c e p ­
t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  f u s e d  and  made i n d i s t i n c t .  These e l e m e n ts ,  
t h e  r i v e r ,  t h e  b i r d ,  and th e  w h i t e  l i n e n  which  h a s  been  r e ­
moved, a p p a r e n t l y  by a f e m a le  companion, and  f i n a l l y  th e  
fem a le  companion h e r s e l f ,  m o d u la te  f rom  l a n g o u r  t o  f l e e t ­
in g  movement,  t o  t h e  e c s t a t i c  j u b i l a t i o n  o f  th e  swimmer 
s p l a s h i n g  a b o u t  i n  t h e  w a t e r .  But even h e r e  t h e r e  i s  an 
ab sen ce  o f  c e r t a i n t y ,  a l a c k  o f  c o n c r e t e n e s s  d e r i v i n g  from 
th e  u se  o f  t h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  " s i " ,  which wraps t h e  whole p e r ­
c e p t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  a c l o u d  o f  d o u b t .  The r e a l i t y  of 
t h e  movement,  i f  n o t  n e g a t e d ,  i s  a t  l e a s t  p l a c e d  u nder  
q u e s t i o n .  T h is  i m m a t e r i a l i t y  seems h e i g h t e n e d  by th e  
v a g u e n e s s  o f  th e  l o c a l e .  N e g a t iv e s  s t a c k  up i n  l i n e  a f t e r  
l i n e — " s o l i t u d e , "  " s a n s , "  " n i , "  " d e s u e t u d e , "  " a b d i q u a i , "
"ne p a s , "  e t c .  The end r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  an  e x p e r i e n c e  has  
been  s u g g e s t e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  d e s c r i b e d ,  an e x p e r i e n c e  which 
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i s  a t  t h i s  i n s t a n t  a t t r a c t e d  to  a . 
p u r e l y  t e r r e s t r i a l  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  b e a u t y  b u t  which ,  none­
t h e l e s s ,  f o r  a l l  i t s  a b s t r a c t i o n  and n e a n t i s a t i o n  a t  Mal­
la rm e  ' s  h an d ,  r e v e a l s  a  w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  p a t t e r n  o f  y e a r n ­
in g :  f o r  t h e  b u rn e d  b r e a s t  o f  th e  Amazon.
The second  poem o f  t h e  " P e t i t  A i r "  g roup ,
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" In d om ptab lem en t  a dO., " i s  e q u a l l y  e t h e r e a l ,  once a g a in  r e ­
s o r t i n g  t o  t h e  movement o f  a  b i r d  f o r  t h e  fu n d a m e n ta l  a n a l o ­
gy o f  th e  poem. Whereas movement i n  " P e t i t  A i r  I "  i s  h o r i ­
z o n t a l  ( " la n g o u re u sem en t  l o n g e " )  o r  d e s c e n d i n g  ( " p l o n g e " ) ,  
t h e r e  i s  i n  t h i s  poem an upward t h r u s t ,  a  v e r t i c a l  a s c e n t  
which  c o n t i n u e s  beyond t h e  r a n g e  o f  b o t h  v i s u a l  and a u d i ­
t o r y  p e r c e p t i o n .  The s u b j e c t  o f  a s c e n t  i s  c l e a r l y  a b i r d  
h e r e :
Ind o m p tab lem en t  a  dft 
Comme mon e s p o i r  s ' y  l a n c e  
E c l a t e r  l a - h a u t  p e rd u  
Avec f u r i e  e t  s i l e n c e ,
Voix e t r a n g k r e  au b o s q u e t  
Ou p a r  n u l  echo s u i v i e ,
L ' o i s e a u  q u 'o n  n ' o u l t  j a m a i s  
Une a u t r e  f o i s  en l a  v i e .
Le h a g a r d  m u s i c i e n ,
C e la  dans l e  dou te  e x p i r e  
Si de mon s e i n  pas  du s i e n  
A j a i l l i  l e  s a n g l o t  p i r e
D e c h i re  v a - t - i l  e n t i e r  
R e s t e r  s u r  q u e lq u e  s e n t i e r l
R e c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  s y n t a x  shows t h a t  t h e  b i r d ,  m e n t io n e d
o n ly  i n  l i n e  seven ,  i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  v e r b  "a d f t . . .
e c l a t e r . . . "  The movement i s  upward, n o t  b e c a u s e  M a l la rm l
e x p l i c i t l y  say s  so ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e  poem d e a l s  w i th  t h e
d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of  th e  b i r d  h i g h  above .  The b i r d  i s  no
l o n g e r  s e e n ,  h i s  song no l o n g e r  h e a r d .  The b i r d  b u r s t s
"avec  f u r i e  e t  s i l e n c e , "  t h e  f u r y  i n d i c a t i n g  th e  s t r u g g l e
o f  a s p i r a t i o n ,  an u n b r i d l e d  i n s t i n c t  t o  t r a n s c e n d ,  and t h e
s i l e n c e  i n d i c a t i n g  th e  l o s s  o f  t h e  p e r c e p t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e
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f rom t h e  p o e t ' s  v i e w p o i n t .  What seems most  s i g n i f i c a n t  
h e r e  i s  t h a t  t h e  b i r d  h a s  b o rn e  th e  p o e t ' s  hope upward as  
w e l l ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  i s  r e c o g n i z e d  a s  a symbol f o r  t h a t  h o p e .  
But t h i s  hope i s  d e n ie d  i n  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  t h e  poem.
The b i r d ' s  v o i c e  i s  f o r e i g n  t o  t h e  g ro v e ,  t h e  n o r ­
mal h a b i t a t  o f  b i r d s ;  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  seems t o  be t h a t  
t h i s  i s  a l o n e r ,  a f i g u r e  of  g r e a t  a s p i r a t i o n ,  one who 
s a c r i f i c e s  h i m s e l f  t o  t h a t  a s p i r a t i o n .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  b i r d  
i s  d e p i c t e d  a s  e x p e r i e n c i n g  a n g u i s h  i n  t h e  image " b u r s t i n g  
w i th  f u r y  and  s i l e n c e "  and a g a i n  i n  t h e  e p i t h e t  " l e  h a g a r d  
m u s i c i e n . "  The image o f  s o l i t u d e  and  o f  s a c r i f i c e  i s  r e ­
p e a t e d  i n  t h a t  h i s  v o i c e  can p roduce  no e c h o .  He i s  u t t e r ­
l y  a l o n e ,  i n  t h e  s i l e n t  u p p e r  r e a c h e s  o f  t h e  a tm o sp h e re ;  
he w i l l  be h e a r d  from no m ore .  The b i r d - p o e t  o f f e r s  a 
b r i l l i a n t  s y n t h e s i s  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  i d e a s  a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  of  
t h e  p o e t  and h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p l i g h t .  The a n a lo g y  i s  con­
t i n u e d  i n  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  l i n e s  of  t h e  t h i r d  s t a n z a ,  w h e re in  
t h e  d oub t  o f  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  i n j e c t e d .  The b i r d s o n g  ex­
p i r e s  i n t o  d o u b t ,  t h i s  b i r d s o n g  w hich  i s  t u r n e d  by a n a lo g y  
i n t o  a so b .  And t h i s  v e r y  sob has  p e r h a p s  i s s u e d ,  n o t  
from t h e  t h r o a t  o f  t h e  b i r d ,  b u t  f rom t h e  b r e a s t  o f  th e  
p o e t .  M allarme r e f r a i n s  from e x p l i c i t  s t a t e m e n t  a g a i n  by 
t h e  u se  o f  t h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  " s i " .  I f  t h i s  u t t e r a n c e  o f  h i s  
im a g in in g  h a s  i s s u e d  from h i s  own b r e a s t ,  t h e n  i t  i s  con­
sumed by t h e  v e r y  doubt  t h a t  evokes  i t .  The p o e t ' s  e x p r e s ­
s i o n ,  i f  i n d e e d  i t  be h i s ,  whimpers away i n t o  t h e  v o i d  of
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d o u b t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  b u r s t s  f o r t h  f u r i o u s l y ,  however s i l e n t l y ,  
i n  t h e  u p p e r  r e a c h e s .  The e x p e r i e n c e  i s  f r u i t l e s s  f o r  b o t h  
p o e t  an d  b i r d .  The f i n a l  image shows th e  b i r d  consumed by 
h i s  <§lan, l y i n g  t o r n ,  a lo n g  some p a t h  or  o t h e r ,  v i c t i m  o f  
an a s p i r a t i o n .
The c o n c r e t e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  r e a l i t y  y i e l d s  t o  Mal­
l a rm e  ' s  t e c h n i q u e s  f o r  n e g a t i o n .  The f i r s t  two s t a n z a s  
a r e  c o n t r o l l e d  by a  v e r b  o f  c o n j e c t u r e .  The second  move­
ment o f  t h e  poem ( s t a n z a s  3 and 4) i s  made n o n - s p e c i f i c  by 
t h e  i n t e r r o g a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  f o l lo w e d  up, n o t  by t h e  q u es ­
t i o n  m ark ,  b u t  by an e x c l a m a t i o n  p o i n t .  When t h e  p o e t  i n ­
j e c t s  h i m s e l f  i n t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  i t  i s  w i t h  a c o n j e c t u r a l  
" i f " .  As i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  " P e t i t  A i r , "  a h i g h l y  n e g a t i v e  
v o c a b u l a r y  i s  u s e d .  As r e g a r d s  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e  poem, 
t h e r e  i s  em phasis  upon b o t h  movement and sound ,  b u t  each  
i s  e f f a c e d .  The b i r d ,  n o n - s p e c i f i c  ( d e s i g n a t e d  s im p ly  as  
" l ' o i s e a u " )  i n  a manner w hich  r e c a l l s  t h e  f l o w e r  " a b s e n t e  
de t o u s  b o u q u e t s , "  h a s  p a s s e d  from a g e n t  t o  v i c t i m ,  h i s
f a i l u r e  a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  " l a  d e m e s u r e . . . ,  l e  p r o d u i t  d 'u n
/  /  1  *5i r r e d e n t i s m e  p a s s i o n n e . "   ^ He has  s im p ly  o v e r - e x t e n d e d
h i m s e l f ,  s e r v i n g  t h e r e b y  a s  y e t  a n o t h e r  symbol and h a u n t ­
in g  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  a  q u e s t  u n f u l f i l l e d .
The theme o f  t h e  b i r d  i s  a r e c u r r e n t  one i n  M a l l a r ­
me an p o e t r y ,  b u t  i t s  s i n g l e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  a p p e a ra n c e  i s  
i n  t h e  f r e q u e n t l y  a n t h o l o g i z e d  "Le V ie rg e ,  l e  v i v a c e  e t  l e  
b e l  a u j o u r d ' h u i . " T h is  s o n n e t  was p u b l i s h e d  o n ly  i n  1885»
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and  t h e r e  i s  no r e c o r d  o f  i t s  h a v in g  been  w r i t t e n  any e a r ­
l i e r  t h a n  t h a t  d a t e ,  y e t  i n  c o n t e n t  i t  would seem t o  b e ­
lo n g  to  an e a r l i e r  p e r i o d ,  so w e l l  does i t  e x p r e s s  th e  
f e e l i n g  o f  im po tence  and  s t e r i l i t y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  t h e  
h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r . I t  i s  c l e a r l y  a p r o d u c t  o f  the  l a t e r  
y e a r s ,  how ever ,  as  e v i d e n c e d  by th e  to n e  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
d e ta c h m e n t .  The h a n t i s e  o f  an  I d e a l  i s  a l l  t o o  a p p a r e n t ,  
b u t  t h e  dynamism o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  u rg e  to  e s cap e  i s  v i r ­
t u a l l y  abandoned .  T h is  i s  a poem o f  s t a s i s .
The p i e c e  h a s  b e e n  te rm e d  b o t h  a "Symphonie en 
b l a n c "  and a "Symphonie en i " — w h i te  i s  t h e  dominant c o l o r  
and  t h e  b r i l l i a n t l y  c l e a r  sound o f  i  d o m ina te s  on t h e  
t o n a l  s c a l e .  T h is  i s  t h e  "swan poem" p a r  e x c e l l e n c e ,  m i r ­
r o r i n g  an image o f  t h e  p o e t  " n o t  as  a p r i s o n e r  of  t h e  
w o r ld ,  b u t  as  a  m a r t y r  o f  t h e  i d e a ,  a s  one h a u n te d  by t h e  
b l u e  o f  th e  s k y . " '1'^
Le v i e r g e ,  l e  v i v a c e  e t  l e  b e l  a u j o u r d ' h u i  
V a - t - i l  nous  d e c h i r e r  avec un coup d ' a i l e  i v r e  
Ce l a c  dur  o u b l i £  que h a n t e  sous  l e  g i v r e  
Le t r a n s p a r e n t  g l a c i e r  des v o l s  q u i  n ' o n t  pas f u i l
Un cygne d ' a u t r e f o i s  se  s o u v i e n t  que c ’e s t  l u i  
M a g n i f iq u e  m ais  q u i  sa n s  e s p o i r  se  d e l i v r e  
Pour  n 1a v o i r  p a s  c h a n te  l a  r e g i o n  ou v i v r e  
Quand du s t e r i l e  h i v e r  a r e s p l e n d i  1 ' e n n u i .
Tout son  c o l  s e c o u e r a  c e t t e  b l a n c h e  ag o n ie  
P a r  l ' e s p a c e  i n f l i g e  a l ' o i s e a u  q u i  l e  n i e ,
Mais non l ' h o r r e u r  du s o l  ou l e  plumage e s t  p r i s .
Pantbme q u ' a  ce  l i e u  son pur  e c l a t  a s s i g n e ,
I I  s ' im m o b i l i s e  au songe f r o i d  de m e p r i s  
Que v § t  parm i l ' e x i l  i n u t i l e  l e  Cygne.
In  t h e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e ,  t h e  p o e t  muses over  w h e th e r
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t h e  new day, bo rn  v i r g i n ,  v i v a c i o u s ,  and b e a u t i f u l  f rom th e  
f lo w  o f  t im e ,  w i l l  o f f e r  new hope o f  acco m p l ish m e n t ,  
w h e th e r  t h i s  a u . j o u r d 'h u i  w i l l  r e n d  w i t h  a  drunken  w ing-  
s t r o k e  t h e  i c e  of  t h i s  h a r d ,  f o r g o t t e n  l a k e ,  which con­
t a i n s  b e n e a t h  i t s  c o n g e a le d  s u r f a c e  t h e  memory o f  a l l  t h o s e  
a b o r t e d  y e s t e r d a y s .  The " to d a y "  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  s t r o p h e ,  
which i n  t h e  imagery  s u g g e s t s  some b i g  b i r d  f l a p p i n g  i t s  
wing to  c r a c k  th e  i c y  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  l a k e ,  y i e l d s  i n  t h e  
second  s t r o p h e  to  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a r e a l  b i r d — a  swan, a 
swan o f  y o re  who remembers t h a t  he i s  t h e  one who i s  de­
l i v e r i n g  h i m s e l f  up i n  d e s p a i r .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  
s t r u g g l e  i s  h o p e l e s s  b e c a u s e  he has  n o t  sung ( c e l e b r a t e d )  
" l a  r e g i o n  ou v i v r e "  when t h e  en n u i  o f  s t e r i l e  w i n t e r  was 
p e rm e a t in g  t h e  a i r  w i th  i t s  s h e e n .
The t e r c e t s  i n t r o d u c e  t h e  o n ly  a c t i o n  i n  th e  poem, 
b u t  i t  i s  a c t i o n  t h a t  w i l l  t a k e  p l a c e ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  imme­
d i a t e  a c t i o n .  The s w a n 's  n eck  w i l l  shake  o f f  t h e  w h i t e  
agony which  space  i n f l i c t s  upon him ( t h e  f r o s t  or  snow 
t h a t  s e t t l e s  upon h im ) ,  b u t  he w i l l  be u n a b le  t o  r i d  him­
s e l f  o f  t h e  h o r r o r  of  h i s  c a p t i v i t y  on e a r t h .  Movement i s  
n e g a t e d  i n  t h e  second  t e r c e t ,  how ever ,  a s  t h e  swan f a l l s  
m o t i o n l e s s  ( " s ' i m m o b i l i s e " ) ,  a s sum ing  an a t t i t u d e  o f  c o l d  
d i s d a i n  ( "songe f r o i d  de m e p r i s " )  i n  h i s  u s e l e s s  e x i l e .
The theme o f  t h e  poem i s  q u i t e  o b v i o u s l y  s t e r i l i t y :  
t h e  swan, i n  i t s  c o l d ,  p ro u d ,  h a u g h ty ,  s t a t i c  s e r e n i t y  
seems t h e  p e r f e c t  symbol f o r  t h e  p o e t  im m o b i l i z e d .  The
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p o s t u r e  o f  th e  swan, i t s  g r a c e f u l  neck  c u rv e d  and i t s  h e a d  
p o i n t i n g  downward t o  i t s  own b r e a s t ,  s u g g e s t s  t h e  i n t e r i -  
o r i t y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  M a l l a r m e 's  q u e s t  a t  t h i s  s t a g e .  The 
n o b l e  mien  o f  t h e  b i g  b i r d  r e f l e c t s  M a l l a r m e ' s  own v iew  o f  
t h e  p o e t i c  a t t i t u d e .  The l i m i t e d  c a p a c i t y  f o r  f l i g h t  i n  
t h i s  m os t  b e a u t i f u l  o f  b i r d s  e q u a t e s  c l o s e l y  w i th  t h e  Mal­
l a rm e  an s e n s e  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  a t  n o t  h a v i n g  t o t a l  f l i g h t  a t  
h i s  command, f u l l  c a p a c i t y  t o  s e e ,  t o  u n d e r s t a n d ,  and to  
e x p r e s s  t h e  A b so lu te  w hich ,  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  r e m a in s  beyond 
t h e  r a n g e  o f  human i n t e l l e c t  and v i s i o n .  The d a z z l i n g  
w h i t e  plumage conveys  t h e  i d e a l  o f  p u r i t y  t h a t  Mallarme 
so u g h t  i n  h i s  v e r s e ;  t h e  r e f l e c t i v e  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  w a te r  
which  t h e  b i r d  f l o a t s  on s u g g e s t s  t h e  r e f l e c t i v e  d e p th s  o f  
t h e  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c e s s e s .
A p a r t  f rom t h e  dominant swan f i g u r e ,  t h e r e  i s  abun­
d an t  im agery  o f  s t e r i l i t y  th r o u g h o u t  t h e  poem: t h e  i c e ,
t h e  f r o s t ,  t h e  g l a c i e r ,  t h e  f r o z e n  f o r g o t t e n  l a k e ,  t h e  
d a z z l i n g  en n u i  o f  s t e r i l e  w i n t e r ,  t h e  w h i t e  agony o f  th e  
snow, s p a c e ,  phantom, t h e  c o l d  dream o f  s c o r n .  The i c e  i n  
which  t h e  sw an -p o e t  i s  e n t r a p p e d  i s  h i s  own s t a s i s ,  h i s  
own i n a b i l i t y  t o  r i s e  beyond th e  c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  i s  h i s ,
and i n  a  s e n s e ,  " t h o s e  f r o z e n  l a y e r s  o f  h i s  p a s t  h i s t o r y ,
17deep,  c r y s t a l l i z e d  d ream -m em ories ."  He i s  e n c i r c l e d  by 
h i s  p a s t ,  f o r  t h e  poem t e l l s  us t h a t  t h e  i c e  i n  t h e  l a k e  
i s  h a u n t e d  by "des  v o l s  q u i  n ' o n t  pas  f u i , "  i . e . ,  a l l  of  
t h e  a t t e m p t s  t h a t  have  b e e n  made in  t h e  p a s t  t o  t r a n s c e n d
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t h e s e  v e r y  l i m i t s  which  have  now c r y s t a l l i z e d  i n t o  i c e .  
These a b o r t i v e  a t t e m p t s  have  th e m s e lv e s  fo rm ed  a g l a c i e r  
b e n e a t h  t h e  i c e ,  b u t  a  t r a n s p a r e n t  one, w hich  y i e l d s  to  
t h e  eye an im m edia te  and com ple te  r e c o r d  o f  t h i s  u n s u c c e s s ­
f u l  p a s t .  T h i s  new day, w i t h  i t s  b r i l l i a n t  summer sun,  
o f f e r s  a h o p e ,  t r a n s l a t e d  h e r e  i n  t e rm s  o f  a  drunken w ing-  
b e a t ,  t h e  sudden  im p u lse  o r  a s p i r a t i o n ,  t h a t  w i l l  r en d  th e  
i c e  c o v e r  and  f r e e  t h e  s w a n -p o e t .
Dim ension  i n  t im e  i s  deepened  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e r e
i s  a swan " o f  o ld e n  t i m e s , "  which  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
t h e  s w a n -p o e t  l i v i n g  w i th  com ple te  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  t h e
f a i l u r e s  o f  h i s  p a s t .  Here he rem em bers , a s  i f  to  make
t h i s  moment a  p a r t  o f  t h e  p a s t  as  w e l l  a s  o f  th e  p r e s e n t ,
t h a t  i t  i s  he who g i v e s  h i m s e l f  up w i th o u t  hope .  S ee in g
a swan, t h e  p o e t  remembers t h a t  he h a s  b een  (and  i s )  su c h
as  t h i s  an im a l  now i s .  The s w a n - p o e t ' s  g r e a t  f a i l u r e  h as
been  i n  n o t  c e l e b r a t i n g  " l a  r e g i o n  o ' v i v r e " — f o r  n o t  h a v in g
been  a b l e  t o  come t o  t e rm s  w i t h  t h e  A b s o lu t e ,  to  f u l f i l l
l 8h i s  q u e s t  b e f o r e  e n n u i  and s t e r i l i t y  s e t  i n .
D e n ia l  d o m ina te s  t h e  f i r s t  t e r c e t .  Space ( t h e  Abso­
l u t e )  h as  b l a n k e t e d  t h e  swan i n  a " w h i te  agony" ;  t h e  mes­
s e n g e r  o f  t h e  A b s o lu te  h a s  i n  e f f e c t  been  s e n t  down to  
h e i g h t e n  t h e  s w a n - p o e t ' s  d i s c o m f o r t ,  t o  make him a l l  t h e  
more k e e n l y  aware o f  t h e  s o u r c e  from which  h i s  w h i te  agony 
i s s u e s .  At t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  swan sh a k es  i t s  h ead  ( t h e  h e a d -  
shake i t s e l f  a p p r o x im a t in g  a g e s t u r e  o f  n e g a t i o n )  and i n
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so d o in g ,  d e n i e s  t h a t  s p a c e ,  sh a k e s  o f f  t h e  snow t h a t  he 
has  "been s e n t  i n  a s p i r i t  o f  t a u n t  o r  i n s u l t  ( r e c a l l i n g  
th e  mocking a z u re  o f  an e a r l i e r  p e r i o d ) . "The deep e r  
meaning i s  t h a t  th e  b i r d  h a s  s t o i c a l l y  r i d  i t s e l f  o f  an 
im p o s s i b l e  dream o f  b e a u t y . . . .  I t  c o u l d  d i s p e l  an i l l u s i o n ,  
b u t  n o t  t h e  h a r d  f a c t  o f  b e i n g  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  i c e  on n o r t h ­
e rn  g r o u n d ." * ^  N o u le t  s e e s  Space a s  i n f l i c t i n g  a p u n i s h ­
ment,  whereupon t h e  v i c t i m  o f  t h a t  p u n is h m e n t  avenges  h im-
20s e l f  by d en y in g  Space .  R e s i g n a t i o n  d o m in a te s  t h e  l a s t  
t e r c e t ,  b u t  a  r e s i g n a t i o n  w hich  c a l l s  t o  mind t h e  r o l e  of 
S isy p h u s  i n  t h e  myth as  r e - s h a p e d  by Camus: i t  i s  a  r e s i g ­
n a t i o n  s t r e n g t h e n e d  by a n - a t t i t u d e  o f  s c o r n .  The a c t i v e  
v e r b  " s ' im m o b i l i s e "  b r i n g s  h i s  own w i l l  t o  b e a r  w i t h i n  t h e  
framework o f  h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s .  He i s  now a  phantom, w h e th e r  
b e c a u se  o f  t h e  w h i t e - o n - w h i t e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n ,  or  b e c a u se  
t h i s  "cygne d 1a u t r e f o i s "  i s  b u t  a g h o s t  o f  what he once
was ( " th e  a d u l t  M allarme . . .  i s  a w isp  o f  h i s  fo rm er  y o u th -
21f u l  s e l f . . . . " ) .  He i s  a s s i g n e d  to  t h i s  p l a c e  by h i s  pu re  
b r i g h t n e s s ,  i . e . ,  " t h i s  i s  t h e  s t o i c a l l y  e x p e c t e d  and  ac ­
c e p t e d  f a t e  o f  g e n i u s ,  s o l i t u d e  and t h e  t e r r i b l e  h o n e s ty
22t h a t  w i l l  n o t  a l lo w  him t o  e s c a p e  t h e  ' a b s u r d ' . "  There  
i s  y e t  a n o t h e r  n o te  i n  t h e  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  t h e  poem which 
i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h i s  e x i l e  i s  w i l l e d ,  t h e  a c t i v e  v e r b  " v § t i r . "  
He p u t s  on, w ears  t h i s  dream o f  s c o r n  a s  th ough  i t  were 
some p r o t e c t i v e  m a n t l e ,  i n  t h i s  u s e l e s s  e x i l e ,  u s e l e s s  be­
cau se  t h e  p o e t  canno t  r e a l i z e  h i s  q u e s t  and  g iv e  u t t e r a n c e
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t o  t h e  I d e a l .  This  a t t i t u d e  c o m p le te s  t h e  movement o f  t h e  
poem:
E t  c e c i  e s t  1 '  evenement e s s e n t i e l  s u r v e n u  au  c o e u r  du 
p o e t e :  a  l ' o u b l i . . . ,  a l a  t o r p e u r  r e s i g n e e ,  accom-
pagn£e de vagues  r e g r e t s ,  su c c ed e  l e  m e p r i s ,  un m e p r i s  
a c t i f  e t  o r g u e i l l e u x  de ce q u ' i l  ne p e u t  p l u s  a t t e i n d r e .  
Son p u r  e c l a t ,  son I c l a t a n t e  p u r e t e  l u i  s u f f i t  e t  l e  
p l a c e  a u - d e s s u s  de t o u t  ce q u ' i l  p o u r r a i t  f a i r e . . . .  
I ' o i s e a u ,  a p rb s  des  b a t t e m e n t s  d ' a i l e  e t  des  t o r s i o n s  
de cou ,  r e p r e n d  son im m o b i l i t e  p r e m i e r e .  Mais c ' e s t  
une i m m o b i l i t e  r e n f o r c e e ,  p a r c e  q u ' e l l e  e s t  d e f i n i t i v e ,  
e t  q u ' e l l e  e s t  v o u l u e .2 3
R i c h a r d  a l s o  makes of  t h e  swan a s o r t  o f  e x i s t e n ­
t i a l i s t  h e r o ,  who, a l t h o u g h  he h a s  been  i n t r o d u c e d  a s  an 
image o f  f a i l u r e ,  s u c c e e d s  in  d o m in a t in g  h i s  own im p o ten ce  
and w i l f u l l y  assuming i t :
"Fan tbm e",  voue a un " e x i l  u n u t i l e , "  p a r c e  que f o r c l -  
ment i n f e c o n d ,  l e  moi y c h o i s i t  d ' a s s u m e r  s a  c o n d i t i o n  
f a n t b m a t i q u e ,  de v o u l o i r  son  e x i l ,  e t  de v i v r e  l u c i d e -  
ment son a g o n ie .  Ce c o rp s  e t  ce  p a y s ag e ,  q u i  l u i  
I t a i e n t  du dehors  " a s s i g n e s " ,  e t  qu i  d i s a i e n t  son  im- 
p u i s s a n c e  a b t r e ,  i l  l e s  e l i t  d e l i b B r e m e n t ,  d e c id e  
d ' b t r e  en eux, ou comme l e  d i t  mieux Mallarme» de l e s  
v b t i r . Les h a b i t a n t  deso rm a is  de l ' i n t e r i e u r ,  i l  l e u r  
donne a u s s i  une n o u v e l l e  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  m o ra le :  a
1 ' i n e l e g a n c e  secouee  de l a  r e v o l t e  e t  du r e f u s ,  mar­
quee dans  l e  p re m ie r  t e r c e t ,  succbde  une i m m o b i l i t e  
dominee p a r  l a  p e n s e e ,  qui- d i t  l a  n o b l e s s e ,  e t  p lu s  
e n c o re  l e  m e p r i s . . .  C e r t i t u d e  d 'u n e  im p u i s s a n c e  de- 
p a s s e e  p a r  l ' a c t e  q u i  l ' a s s u m e ,  d 'u n  echec  p e n s e ,  e t  
done mue en une s o r t e  de v i c t o i r e . 2 4
T h is  a t t i t u d e  r e p r e s e n t s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  advance  over  t h e  
poem "L 'A zu r"  w i th  which  i t  i n v i t e s  co m p a r i s o n .  The no­
b i l i t y  and q u i e t  d i g n i t y  o f  t h e  l a t e r  poem r e f l e c t  a  much 
more m a tu re  s t a n c e  t h a n  t h e  e a r l i e r  one, w i th  i t s  f r e n e t i c  
o u t c r y  and f r e n z i e d  s e a r c h  f o r  a p l a c e  t o  h i d e  from th e  
to rm e n t  i n f l i c t e d  by a n o - l e s s - h o s t i l e  A zure .
The d eco r  of  t h e  Tournon c r i s i s  r e a p p e a r s  i n  th e
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T r i p t y q u e , p u b l i s h e d  i n  1887, and  u n i f i e d  i n  i t s  t h r e e  e l e ­
m ents  by a  common them e.  T h is  d eco r  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  one 
fo u n d  i n  I g i t u r , t h e  empty room, t h e  n i g h t ,  th e  shadows, 
t h e  c o r r i d o r ,  t h e  s e p u l c h e r ,  t h e  empty c o n t a i n e r  t h a t  h o l d s  
t h e  v o i d .  The t h r e e  s o n n e t s  o f  t h e  " t r i p t y c h "  w i l l  be con­
s i d e r e d  a s  a u n i t ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  f i r s t  i s  dom ina ted  by t h e  
N ig h t  them e .  The f i r s t  s o n n e t ,  "Tout o r g u e i l  f u m e - t - i l  du 
s o i r , "  may have  b een  i n s p i r e d  by th e  d e a th  of  V i l l i e r s  de 
1 ' I s l e - A d a m ,  w i th  whom t h e  p o e t  had  e s p e c i a l l y  c l o s e  t i e s  
o f  f r i e n d s h i p .  Many d i v e r g e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  d i f ­
f i c u l t  work have  b een  g i v e n ,  b u t  t h e  most r e a s o n e d  e x p l a n a ­
t i o n ,  t h e  one most c o n s o n a n t  w i t h  t h e  r e s t  o f  M a l l a r m e 's
25work, h a s  b een  o f f e r e d  by G ardner  D av ie s ,  who s e e s  th e  
s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  t r i l o g y  as  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  to  be  
b o r n .
Tout O r g u e i l  f u m e - t - i l  du s o i r ,
Torche dans un b r a n l e  e t o u f f e e  
Sans que 1 ' i m m o r t e l l e  b o u f f e e  
Ne p u i s s e  a 1 ' abandon s u r s e o i r !
La chambre a n c ie n n e  de l ' h o i r  
De m a in t  r i c h e  m ais  chu t r o p h e e  
Ne s e r a i t  pas  mSme c h a u f f e e  
S ' i l  s u r v e n a i t  p a r  l e  c o u l o i r .
A f f r e s  du p a s s e  n ^ c e s s a i r e s  
A g r ip p a n t  comme avec des s e r r e s  
Le s e p u l c r e  de d esav eu ,
Sous un m arb re  l o u r d  q u ' e l l e  i s o l e  
Ne s ' a l l u m e  pas  d ' a u t r e  f e u  
Que l a  f u l g u r a n t e  c o n s o l e .
The f i r s t  s t r o p h e  evokes  t h e  p roud  sun o f  l a t e  
a f t e r n o o n  ( O r g u e i l  du s o i r ) ,  c a s t i n g  i t s  o n c e - f l a m in g  (now
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smoking) r a y s ,  which a r e  “b e in g  s n u f f e d  o u t ,  a s  a t o r c h  i s  
shaken  to  p u t  i t  o u t .  T h is  sun i s  i n c a p a b l e  o f  a v o i d i n g  
o r  d e l a y i n g  t h e  f a t a l  moment when i t  m ust  p a s s  from s i g h t .  
I t  i s  t h i s  i n a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  sun  t o  c l i n g  on, t h i s  d e s p e r a t e  
l o n g i n g  to  r e m a in ,  w hich  becomes f o c a l  i n  t h e  r e m a in d e r  of  
t h e  poem. The second  s t r o p h e  evokes  an a b s e n t  p o e t  i n  th e  
g u i s e  o f  " l ' h o i r . "  The h e i r  o f  many a r i c h  b u t  f a l l e n  
t r e a s u r e  i s  t h e  p o e t ;  t h e  t r e a s u r e s  a r e  t h e  s u n s e t s  t h a t  
have gone b e f o r e ,  and  which  t h e  p o e t  i s  c a l l e d  upon to  p e r ­
p e t u a t e  t h r o u g h  h i s  a r t .  (A s i g n i f i c a n t  v a r i a n t  i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  t h i s  t r e a s u r e  r e p r e s e n t s  a l l  " t h e  i n h e r i t e d  
c u l t u r a l  o b j e c t s  t h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c ,  f i n a l  h e i r  o f  a l o n g
t r a d i t i o n  h ad  r e v i v i f i e d .  Now a l a s ,  t h e y  a r e  f a l l e n  i n t o
2d i s u s e  w i t h  h i s  d e a t h . " )  The room i s  empty now, however,  
empty o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  p r e s e n c e ,  empty o f  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  b i t  
o f  warmth. The c o r r i d o r  i n  q u e s t i o n  h e r e  i s  t h e  c o r r i d o r  
o f  t im e ,  t h e  same image fo u n d  i n  I g i t u r , where i t  was u s e d  
i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  H e r o ' s  r a c e ,  h i s  a n c e s t o r s .  The t e r ­
c e t s  d e p i c t  t h e  d y in g  l i g h t  o f  t h e  sun ,  engaged  i n  a l a s t  
d e s p e r a t e  e f f o r t  t o  r e m a in  i n  t h i s  empty room, b u t  s u c c e e d ­
in g  o n ly  i n  f i n d i n g  a r e f l e c t i o n ,  however f l e e t i n g ,  i n  th e  
g low ing  wood o f  a  c o n s o l e ,  o v e r  which  a heavy  m arb le  s l a b ,  
e v o c a t i v e  o f  a tomb, s u s p e n d s  c e r t a i n  o b l i v i o n .  I n  t h e  
f i r s t  t e r c e t  th e  " d e a t h  pangs  o f  t h e  p a s t "  s u g g e s t  t h i s  
and a l l  p r e v i o u s  d e a t h s  o f  t h e  sun ,  e c h o in g  t h e  "m ain t  
r i c h e  m ais  chu t r o p h e e "  i n h e r i t e d  by th e  p o e t .  These
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d e a th  p an g s ,  or  dy ing  g l im m ers ,  a r e  now n e c e s s a r y  i n  t h e  
s p e c i a l  M alla rm ean  s e n s e  of  e s s e n t i a l  ( a b s t r a c t )  r a t h e r  
t h a n  r e a l ;  t h e y  seem to  c l i n g ,  as  w i t h  c l a w s ,  to  t h e  edge 
o f  t h e  " s e p u l c h e r  o f  d i s a v o w a l , "  t h e  g r a v e  t h a t  would a n n i ­
h i l a t e  them, t h a t  i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  hy t h e  m a rb le  s l a b  a t o p  
t h e  c o n s o l e .
D av ies  s e e s  i n  t h i s  s t r u g g l e  t h e  drama o f  i n s p i r a ­
t i o n  t h a t  i s  t r y i n g  t o  be b o r n ,  y e t  a b o r t i n g .  The sun 
s e e k s  p e r p e t u a t i o n  i n  t h i s  empty room; a  p o e t  i s  u n a b le  
t o  p r o v i d e  i t  s i n c e  he i s  a b s e n t .  H is  a b s e n c e  s y m b o l iz e s  
h i s  " d i s a v o w a l , "  h i s  im p o te n c e ,  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  u se  t h i s  
l i n g e r i n g  r a y  o f  l i g h t ,  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  w h ich  must  l o o k  
e l s e w h e r e  f o r  r e f u g e .  The room i s  now c h i l l e d ;  th e  o n ly  
r e f l e c t i n g  s u r f a c e  i s  a wooden one, which  does o f f e r ,  mo­
m e n t a r i l y ,  a  r e f u g e  to  t h e  gleam o f  l i g h t .  B u t  t h i s  con­
s o l e  i s  w e ig h te d  down by t h e  m arb le  s l a b .  A n o t e  o f  o p t i ­
mism may have i n t r u d e d  h e r e ,  however,  i n  t h a t  t h e  m arb le  
s l a b  e a s i l y  s u g g e s t s  t h e  m a n t l e p i e c e  and t h e  c o n s o le  t h e
f i r e p l a c e ,  t h e  image o f  t h e  h e a r t h  c o u n t e r a c t i n g  t h e  somber
27t o n e  o f  t h e  second  q u a t r a i n .  O th e r  c r i t i c s  a r e  l e s s  op­
t i m i s t i c ,  i n  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s .  Cohn f e e l s  t h a t  " th e  t o r c h  
o f  l i f e  i s  e x t i n g u i s h e d  and h i s  room i s  l e f t  unwarmed.
The p i e c e  ends i n  d e s p a i r ;  y e t  so m e th in g  s u r v i v e s  i n  t h e  
l a s t  word c o n s o l e — a f t e r  a l l ,  t h i s  image h o v e r s  i n  th e
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dark  l i k e  a  g h o s t l y  s t a r . "
Dea th  p r o v id e s  t h e  dominant  w e ig h t  i n  t h i s  f i r s t
poem o f  t h e  t r i l o g y ,  a  d e a th  r e p r e s e n t e d  by th e  p a s s i n g  o f  
t h e  s u n .  L i g h t  i s  b e i n g  s n u f f e d  o u t  and  i t  s e e k s  p e r p e t u a ­
t i o n .  The f lam e i s  n o t  even v i s i b l e  a t  t h e  o u t s e t ;  i t  i s  
now o n ly  smoke. The l a n g u a g e  o f  a b s t r a c t i o n  em phas izes  
t h e  n o n - m a t e r i a l i t y  o f  t h e  s c e n e :  O rg u e i l  ( f o r  t h e  sun ­
s e t ) ,  i m m o r t e l l e  b o u f f e e  ( t h e  s u n ) ,  1 ' abandon ( s o l a r  d e a t h ) .  
The v i s u a l  im p r e s s i o n  l e f t  by th e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e  i s  t h a t  o f  
a d ia p h a n o u s  c lo u d  o f  smoke h a n g in g  i n  t h e  sky .  Focus 
s h i f t s  t h e n  t o  a room d e v o id  o f  l i f e ,  o f  warmth. But t h e  
a b s e n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  room i s  n o t  t o t a l :  t h e r e  i s  a c o n s o l e ,
t h e  wood o f  which  p i c k s  up t h e  dy ing  r a y s  o f  t h e  su n .  At 
t h e  same t im e  t h a t  t h i s  l i g h t  g leam ing  f a i n t l y  i n  t h e  d a rk  
g i v e s  scope  to  t h e  v o i d ,  t h e  c o n s o le  i t s e l f ,  r e f l e c t i n g  
t h e  l i g h t ,  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  "f u l g u r a n t e " , w hich ,  i n  t h e  
v i g o r  i m p l i e d  i n  t h e  word, s u g g e s t s  an a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  l i f e .  
Yet t h i s  a s p e c t  to o  i s  m in im iz ed  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  o n ly  
t h i s  c o n s o l e  r e f l e c t s  t h e  l i g h t .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  
i t  may n o t  be a v e r y  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e f l e c t i o n .  The heavy  
m a rb le  s l a b  seems an o p p r e s s i v e  w e ig h t ,  s i n c e  t h e s e  
" a f f r e s "  ( t h e  dying  r a y s  o f  l i g h t )  g r i p  t h i s  " s e p u c h e r  of  
d i s a v o w a l"  as  th o u g h  w i t h  c la w s ,  f e a r i n g  to  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  
ab y s s  o f  t h e  g r a v e .
N e g a t io n  in  im a g e ry ,  i n  a b s t r a c t i o n ,  i s  r e i n f o r c e d  
by n e g a t i v e  s e n t e n c e  s t r u c t u r e .  The s t a t e m e n t  made i n  t h e  
f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  i s  n o t  g i v e n  s im p le  d e c l a r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  
b u t  r a t h e r  a l e s s  a f f i r m a t i v e  s u b j e c t - v e r b  i n v e r s i o n ;  t h i s
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compound s e n t e n c e  i s  r o u n d e d  o f f  "by t h e  n e g a t i v e  " sa n s  que" 
c o n s t r u c t i o n .  The s e c o n d  q u a t r a i n  i s  a s im p le  n e g a t i v e  
s t a t e m e n t .  The t e r c e t s  form one n e g a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t .
The s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  T r i p ty q u e  comes i n t o  c l e a r e r  
f o c u s  i n  t h e  s e co n d  s o n n e t ,  " S u rg i  de l a  c roupe  e t  du b o n d , " 
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n .  The d eco r  o f  t h e  so n n e t  i s  t h e  
same a s  i n  "Tout  O r g u e i l , "  b u t  one s i g n i f i c a n t  e lem en t  has  
been  changed :  t h e  d a r k n e s s  i s  now more p ronounced .  I t  i s
now n i g h t .  The p o e t  m e n t io n s  a " v e i l l e e  a m ere ,"  th e  b i t t e r  
v i g i l  t h a t  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  so many an u n p r o d u c t iv e  
n i g h t ' s  l a b o r s  f o r  M a l la rm e .  V/e have o n ly  to  r e c a l l  r e f e r ­
ences  i n  " B r i s e  M ar ine"  t o  " l a  c l a r t e  d e s e r t e  de ma lampe"
and i n  "Don du poeme" t o  t h e  f u t i l i t y  o f  h i s  n i g h t ' s  work 
to  r e c e i v e  t h e  f u l l  im p a c t  o f  t h i s  image.
S u rg i  de l a  c roupe  e t  du bond 
D 'une v e r r e r i e  ephemere 
Sans f l e u r i r  l a - v e i l l e e  amere 
Le c o l  i g n o r e  s 1i n t e r r o m p t .
Je  c r o i s  b i e n  que deux bouches  n ' o n t
Bu, n i  son amant n i  ma m ere ,
Jam ais  a l a  m§me Chimere ,
Moi, s y l p h e  de ce f r o i d  p la fo n d !
Le p u r  v a s e  d 'a u c u n  b reu v ag e  
Que 1 ' i n e x h a u s t i b l e  veuvage  
Agonise  m a is  ne c o n s e n t ,
N a i f  b a i s e r  des  p l u s  f u n e b r e s !
A r i e n  e x p i r e r  annon9 a n t  
Une r o s e  dans l e s  t e n e b r e s .
The im m edia te  f o c a l  p o i n t  o f  t h e  s o n n e t  i s  some i l l -  
d e f i n e d  c r y s t a l  v a s e  ( " u n e  v e r r e r i e  ephdm&re") which i s  
h e l d  c a p t i v e  by a s t e r i l e  d e s t i n y :  i t  c o n t a i n s  no f l o w e r s .
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T h is  v iew  of  s t e r i l i t y  i s  t r a n s l a t e d  by  a  s t r i k i n g  image:
th e  n ec k  o f  t h e  v a s e ,  s u r g i n g  upward f rom  t h e  "c roupe"
29( i . e . ,  t h e  rou n d ed  bo t tom  o f  t h e  v a s e )   ^ and t h e  "bond" 
( i . e . ,  t h e  movement whereby th e  neck  i s s u e s  f rom  t h e  lo w er  
p a r t  o f  t h e  v a s e ) ^  i s  i n t e r r u p t e d .  I t  l a c k s  t h e  e x t e n ­
s i o n  w hich  one a c c e p t s  a s  t h e  d e s t i n y  and t h e  f u l f i l l m e n t  
o f  a v a s e — t h e  s tem of  t h e  f l o w e r  i s s u i n g  from th e  n eck .
The second  s t r o p h e ,  h e r e  a s  i n  many a n o t h e r  s o n n e t  
by M a lla rm e ,  p ro v e s  th e  most e n i g m a t i c .  One p o s s i b l e  i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s s u e s  from s t r u c t u r a l  c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  th e  
p r e v i o u s l y  d i s c u s s e d  "Tout O r g u e i l " .  T h e re ,  a f t e r  evok ing  
a d y in g ,  smoking s u n s e t  s c e n e ,  M alla rm e s h i f t s  th e  fo c u s  
to  t h e  room o f  t h e  p o e t ,  which i s  fo u n d  t o  be empty. Here 
t h e r e  may w e l l  be a p a r a l l e l  d ev e lo p m e n t .  As th e  l i n e s  
l i t e r a l l y  i n d i c a t e ,  he (M alla rm e)  may be t h e  p o e t  i n  q u e s ­
t i o n .  A r e f e r e n c e  to  h i s  p a r e n t s  may be i n t e n d e d  q u i t e  
l i t e r a l l y  i n  th e  second  l i n e ,  and  t h e  o v e r a l l  i m p l i c a t i o n  
co u ld  t h e r e f o r e  be t h a t  he ,  " s y l p h  on t h i s  c o l d  c e i l i n g "  
( a n o t h e r  image of s t e r i l i t y  f o r  M a l la rm d ) ,  f e e l s  t h a t  he 
owes much o f  h i s  s t e r i l i t y  to  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  p a r e n t s  
n e v e r  d rank  from t h e  same Chim era ,  s o u r c e  o f  p o e t r y  and 
d r e a m . ^  T h is  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  c l e a r l y  e s t a b ­
l i s h e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  s o - c a l l e d  s t e r i l i t y  as  t h e  h e r i t a g e  l e f t  
by h i s  a n c e s t o r s  s i n c e  t h e y  have  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t l y  endowed 
him w i t h  t h o s e  q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  would make o f  h i s  e v e n in g s  
so m e th ing  o t h e r  t h a n  a b i t t e r  v i g i l .
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Gohn t a k e s  a b r o a d e r ,  l e s s  l i t e r a l  v iew  of  t h i s  qua­
t r a i n ,  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  s y l p h  as  an e v e n t  t h a t  does n o t
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o c c u r ,  " th e  p e r f e c t - p o e m - w h i c h - c a n n o t - b e , " which M alla rm e  
d e s p a i r e d  o f  e v e r  p r o d u c i n g .  The p a r e n t s ,  animus and anima 
of  t h e  c r e a t o r  h i m s e l f ,  have  r e a l i z e d  no s p i r i t u a l  u n io n ,  
hence  t h e  s y l p h  i s  f i x e d  upon th e  c e i l i n g ,  " t h e  p l a c e  p a r  
e x c e l l e n c e  o f  c o l d l y  b l o c k e d  a s p i r a t i o n . . . . For  D a v ie s ,  
t h e  s y l p h  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  f l o w e r  ( a  r o s e )  which  i s  a b s e n t  
f rom t h e  v a s e ,  a c h i l d  "d o n t  l e s  p a r e n t s  ne se  s o n t  j a m a i s  
connus ,  n ' o n t  ja m a is  bu  dans l a  mSme coupe d 'am our  a  l e u r  
r£ v e  c o m m u n ." ^  For  R i c h a r d ,  t h i s  poem i s  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  an i n t e r r u p t e d  m e ta m o rp h o s i s :  t h e  upward s u rg e  o f  t h e
neck  o f  t h e  v a s e  i s  i n t e r r u p t e d  and f a l l s  back  upon i t s e l f ,
upon an a b s e n c e .  The l i n e  o f  v i s i o n  t h e n  p ro c e e d s  to  t h e
c e i l i n g ,  where  a s y l p h  i s  h e l d  c a p t i v e ,  i n c a p a b l e  of  s u r g ­
in g  beyond ,  c a u g h t  i n  a  f r o z e n  i n t e r v a l  l i k e  t h e  swan of  
"Le v i e r g e ,  l e  v i v a c e  e t  l e  b e l  a u j o u r d ' h u i , " h e l d  c a p t i v e  
on t h e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  r e s u r r e c t i o n  by some i n s u p e r a b l e  ob-  
s t a c l e  t o  t h e  f l i g h t  o f  p o e t i c  c r e a t i v i t y .  Whatever  t h e  
v a r i a t i o n ,  t h e s e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e a r  o n ly  on 
d e t a i l .  What i s  m ost  i m p o r t a n t  i s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i d e n t i ­
f i e s  w i t h  t h e  c h i l d  i n  q u e s t i o n .  T h is  seems to  be t h e  
p a r t i c u l a r  b e a u t y  o f  M a l l a r m ^ ' s  p o e t r y :  t h a t  a l l  o f  t h e s e
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  f i t ,  and  f i t  w e l l .  There  i s  obv ious  a g r e e ­
ment a s  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  f e e l i n g  of  t h e  p a s s a g e :  t h e r e  i s
n e g a t i o n  t h a t  s t a n d s  i n  t h e  p a t h  o f  c r e a t i o n .
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I n  t h e  t e r c e t s  t h e  f o c u s  r e t u r n s  t o  th e  v a s e  w hich ,  
i n  i t s  p u r i t y  and v a c u i t y ,  i s  dy ing ,  b u t  w h ich  n o n e t h e l e s s  
w i l l  n o t  c o n s e n t  t o  e x h a l e  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  w ould  h e r a l d  a 
r o s e .  The v a s e  i s  p u re  o f  any c o n t e n t  s a v e  i t s  own widow­
hood ( e m p t i n e s s ,  s t e r i l i t y ) .  There  i s  an i m p l i e d  p a r a l l e l  
be tw een  th e  v a s e ,  which  c o u l d  n o t  even be coaxed  ( "mais ne 
c o n s e n t " )  i n t o  p r o d u c in g  so m e th in g  t h a t  would s u g g e s t  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  a r o s e ,  and  t h e  p o e t  who m ust  a l s o  be w a i t i n g ,  
em pty-handed ,  i n  t h e  n i g h t .  "A r o s e ,  p l a c e d  i n  t h e  open ing  
o f  t h e  v a s e ,  would have  f u l f i l l e d  t h e  v a s e  i n  i t s  r e a s o n  
f o r  b e i n g ,  a s  a poem o r  some a c t  o f  c r e a t i o n  would have  
j u s t i f i e d  t h e  p o e t  s v i g i l . " J The i n a b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  v a s e  
t o  g e n e r a t e  a r o s e  i s  s e e n  a s  a  "most f u n e r e a l ,  n a i v e  k i s s "  
i n  c o n t r a s t  w i th  t h e  p a r e n t a l  k i s s  t h a t  m ig h t  have engen­
d e re d  t h e  r o s e ,  o r  on a n o t h e r  l e v e l ,  t h e  work o f  p o e t i c  
c r e a t i o n .
Absence i s  even  more c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  t h i s  s eco n d  
s o n n e t  o f  t h e  t r i l o g y  t h a n  i n  t h e  f i r s t ,  where t h e r e  was 
a w isp  o f  smoke to  s u g g e s t  t h e  s u n ' s  p r i o r  p r e s e n c e ,  as  
w e l l  as  l i n g e r i n g  r e f l e c t i o n  on th e  c o n s o l e .  Here t h e  
word " v e i l l e e "  p lu n g e s  t h e  r e a d e r  i n t o  d a r k n e s s ,  and th e  
fo c u s  i s  on an empty, ep h em era l  v a s e ,  c o n t a i n i n g  " th e  i r ­
r e m e d ia b le  ab s en ce  o f  any l i f e - g i v i n g  f o r c e  (which)  even 
i n  i t s  d e a th  agony, s t u b b o r n l y  r e f u s e s  t o  e x h a le  any p e r ­
fume, a n y t h i n g  which m ig h t  p r o c l a im  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a  r o s e
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amid t h e  d a r k n e s s . " J I t  i s  as  th ough  t h i s  v o i d  i s
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j e a l o u s l y  g u a r d in g  i t s  own v a c u o u s n e s s .  The f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  
b e g i n s  w i t h  a  v i g o r o u s  v e r b ,  " s u r g i , "  o n ly  t o  end on t h e  
word " s ' i n t e r r o m p t " : a  s u r g e  o f  dynamism i s  b ro k e n ;  t h e
movement c o n g e a l s .  The second  q u a t r a i n  seems c h i m e r i c a l  
and o t h e r w o r l d l y ,  b u t  i t  t o o  c u l m i n a t e s  i n  s t a s i s —  
im p r iso n m e n t  b e n e a th  a  c o l d  c e i l i n g .  The t e r c e t s  a r e  
s t r o n g l y  n e g a t i v e :  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  evokes  d e a th  ( " a g o n i s e , "
" f u n e b r e s , "  "veuvage")  and s t e r i l i t y  ( " p u r , "  " r i e n  e x p i -  
r e r " ) .  The movement o f  t h e  t e r c e t s  i s  to w a rd  s e l f ­
a b o l i s h m e n t  o f  t h e  v a s e  ( " a g o n i s e ,  m a is  ne c o n s e n t . . . " ) .
The f i r s t  t e r c e t ,  a n a ly z e d  e lem en t  by e l e m e n t ,  i s  t o t a l l y  
n e g a t i v e .  The "pure  v a s e "  means t h e  v a s e  t h a t  i s  empty; 
i t  i s  empty o f  any l i q u i d  o t h e r  t h a n  i t s  own i n e x h a u s t i b l e  
widowhood, an image t h a t  p r o j e c t s  a b s e n c e  u n l i m i t e d .  At 
t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  v a s e  i s  i n  t h e  t h r o e s  o f  d e a th  s i n c e  i t  
must c o n t i n u e  t o  have  i t s  r a i s o n - d 16 t r e  b e t r a y e d .  The 
v a s e  does n o t  c o n s e n t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  u n a b l e  t o  do s o .  The 
v o i d  i s  s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g .  The on ly  r e a l l y  p o s i t i v e  sym­
b o l  i n  t h e  poem i s  t h e  r o s e  m e n t io n e d  i n  t h e  l a s t  l i n e ,  
t h e  r o s e  o f  l o v e ,  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  i s  
m e r c i l e s s l y  n e g a t e d  by t h e  t h i r t e e n  l i n e s  o f  v e r s e  t h a t  
have  p r e c e d e d .
The l a s t  poem o f  t h e  t r i l o g y ,  "Une d e n t e l l e  s ' a b o -  
l i t , "  p o r t r a y s  a window r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  t h e  one d e s c r i b e d  
i n  "Les T'en&tres" i n  i t s  f u n c t i o n  o f  s e p a r a t i n g  t h e  f i n i t e  
w o r ld  on t h i s  s i d e  from t h e  i n f i n i t e  p e r s p e c t i v e  beyond ,
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y e t  u n l i k e  t h e  e a r l i e r - d e s c r i b e d ,  g o ld en  s u n l i t  window i n  
t h a t  t h i s  one i s  d e s c r i b e d  s o l e l y  as  "b l& ne ."  The window, 
m o re o v e r ,  s e r v e s  m e re ly  a s  a  b ackd rop  f o r  a  more f o c a l  con­
f l i c t ,  t h e  p l a y  o f  d ia p h a n o u s  l a c e  c u r t a i n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  
p a l e  window p a n e s ,  t h e  outcome o f  which  i s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  
n e g a t i v e  t e rm s  as  c o n c e r n s  t h e  c u r t a i n s ,  which  a r e  a b o l i s h e d .
Une d e n t e l l e  s ' a b o l i t  
Dans l e  dou te  du J e u  supreme 
A n ' e n t r ' o u v r i r  comme un b lasphem e 
Q u 'a b s e n c e  e t e r n e l l e  de l i t .
Cet  unanime b l a n c  c o n f l i t  
D 'une  g u i r l a n d e  avec l a  m§me,
E n f u i  c o n t r e  l a  v i t r e  blSme 
F l o t t e  p l u s  q u ' i l  n ' e n s e v e l i t .
M ais ,  chez q u i  du r § v e  se  dore  
T r i s t e m e n t  d o r t  une mandore 
Au c reu x  n e a n t  m u s i c i e n
T e l l e  que v e r s  que lque  f e n § t r e  
S e lo n  n u l  v e n t r e  que l e  s i e n ,
F i l i a l  on a u r a i t  pu n a i t r e .
The e n i g m a t i c  " J e u  supreme" o f  t h e  f i r s t  t e r c e t  h a s
once a g a i n  g i v e n  r i s e  t o  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .
Some c r i t i c s  see  t h i s  game a s  t h e  p l a y  o f  l o v e ,  a t  v a r i o u s
l e v e l s ; ^ ®  o t h e r s  v iew  i t  a s  t h e  l i f e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  a s -
•3Q
s u r e s  t h e  r e t u r n  o f  l i g h t  each  m orn ing ;  y e t  o t h e r s  t h i n k
t h i s  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  t r a n s f o r m i n g  t h e  r e a l  to
t h e  I d e a l . ^  Fow lie  and D av ies  have a d h e re d  more t o  a
u n i f y i n g  p r i n c i p l e  i n  t h e  t r i l o g y ,  which would make o f
4 1t h i s  supreme game t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  p o e t i c  c r e a t i o n .  The 
l a c e  i s  t h u s  a b o l i s h e d  i n  t h e  s e n se  t h a t  i t s  w h i t e n e s s  i s  
g r a d u a l l y  e c l i p s e d  by t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  w h i t e n e s s  o f  t h e
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window pane b e h i n d  i t  a s  daw n 's  l i g h t  b e g i n s  t o  s p r e a d .
This  a c t i o n  i s  a c c o m p l i s h e d  " i n  t h e  doubt  o f  t h e  supreme
Game," i . e . ,  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  i g n o r a n c e  a s  t o  t h e  outcome of
4-2t h i s  game o f  c r e a t i o n .  The movement o f  t h e  c u r t a i n s  a t  
t h e  window ( a s  e x p l a i n e d  i n  t h e  seco n d  q u a t r a i n )  a p p a r e n t l y  
s u g g e s t s  to  th e  p o e t  t h e  p a r t i n g  o f  t h e  c u r t a i n s  upon some 
s p e c t a c l e ,  some p e r f o rm a n c e ,  some a c t ,  and  i t  i s  t h i s  a c t  
which t h e  f i n a l  l i n e s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e  evoke .  I t  i s  
an a c t  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  t h e  b e d ,  t h e  a c t  o f  b i r t h ,  t h e  sym­
b o l i c  b i r t h  o f  t h e  r o s e - s y l p h  of  t h e  poem " S u rg i  de l a  
c roupe  e t  du b o n d ,"  th e  b i r t h  o f  t h e  poem. B u t  t h e  c u r ­
t a i n s  p a r t  o n ly  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  a b sen ce  o f  a  b e d .  T h is  ab ­
sence  o f  a b ed  s y m b o l i z e s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  p o e t ' s  c r e a t i v e  
im po tence ,  hence  t h e  g l im p s e  o f  i t s  a b s e n c e  comes a s  a 
s o r t  o f  " b la s p h e m e ,"  e x p r e s s i n g  t h e  a n g u i s h  and g u i l t  r e ­
s u l t a n t  f o r  t h e  p o e t .
The second  q u a t r a i n  c o n c e n t r a t e s  upon t h e  movement 
o f  t h e  c u r t a i n s  a t  th e  window, movement c r e a t e d  b ec au se  
th e y  a r e  blown by a  b r e e z e  o r  b ec au se  of  t h e  busy  d e s ig n  
i n  t h e  l a c e .  The s t r u g g l e  o f  w h i te  a g a i n s t  w h i t e ,  un­
d o u b te d ly  t h e  c u r t a i n  a g a i n s t  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  w h i te n e d  
pane,  s u g g e s t s  f l o a t i n g  more t h a n  i t  does e n c l o s i n g  or 
b u r y i n g .  T h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  on th e  f l o a t i n g  movement, r a t h e r  
t h a n  on a downward one, opens  up a new p e r s p e c t i v e :  t h i s
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  p e r h a p s  t h e r e  i s  y e t  a ch a n ce ,  t h a t  t h e  f a t e  
o f  p o e t i c  i n s p i r a t i o n  may s t i l l  be u n r e s o l v e d . ^  The
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c u r t a i n  i s  n o t  s h r o u d - l i k e ,  i n  any e v e n t ,  f o r  t h e r e  i s
n o t h i n g  i n  t h e  room i t  c o u l d  s e r v e  t o  c o v e r  i n  d e a th ,
s i n c e  even th e  hed  i s  a b s e n t .  The i d e a  seems t o  be t h a t
" t h e r e  i s  f i n a l l y  a p ro m ise  i n  t h a t  f l o t t e ,  d e s p i t e  th e
d e f e a t . T h i s  coming o f  dawn t h e r e f o r e  e x p r e s s e s  t h e
hope t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  f i n a l l y  be  a c r e a t i v e  a c t .
The t e r c e t s  open, how ever ,  w i t h  t h e  word "M a is ."
The r e f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  e p i t h e t  "chez  q u i  du rS v e  se  do re"  i s
c l e a r l y  t o  t h e  p o e t ;  i t  i s  he who i s  i l l u m i n e d  by t h e
Dream. B u t , t h e  m a n d o l in  o f  t h e  p o e t  ( w h e th e r  t h i s  be
4-5l i t e r a l l y  a  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t  i n  t h e  room o r ,  on th e
4.6s u b j e c t i v e  p l a n e ,  t h e  s o u l  o f  th e  p o e t )  s l e e p s  s a d l y ,  
b e l y i n g  what  l i t t l e  hope was h e l d  f o r t h  i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  
s t a n z a .  T h is  h o l lo w  m u s ic a l  v o i d  o f  t h e  m a n d o l i n - s o u l  
w i l l  n o t  p u l s a t e  w i th  th e  rh y th m s  o f  c r e a t i o n .  The f i n a l  
t e r c e t  c o n c e n t r a t e s  on t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  m a n d o l in :  
T h is  i n s t r u m e n t  i s  such  t h a t  i t  would have  s u f f i c e d  to  
g iv e  b i r t h  to  t h e  poem, o r  t o  t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  poem, 
b u t  i t  i s  a s l e e p .  And t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  would y e t  have  
been  " f i l i a l "  be tw een  c r e a t u r e  and i n s t r u m e n t .  The image 
of  t h e  b ed  has  been  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  t h e  image o f  t h e  man­
d o l i n ,  which  i s  a l s o  v iew ed  a s  a p l a c e  o f  b i r t h :  "a s  i f
i t  were a m a te r n a l  womb from w hich  an e x p r e s s i o n  would be
4.7b o rn  i n  t h e  f u l l  l i g h t  o f  t h e  w indow ."^ '  B u t  t h e  t e n s e  of  
t h e  l a s t  v e r b  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t :  " a u r a i t  pu n a i t r e "  h a s
c l e a r l y  n e g a t i v e  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  T here  h a s  b een  no b i r t h ,
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and t h e  p o e t  i s  n o n - c o m m i t t a l  ab o u t  th e  p r o s p e c t s .  I t  i s  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  D av ie s  s e e s  t h i s  en d in g  a s  more 
o p t i m i s t i c  t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e  two p r e c e d i n g  s o n n e t s  i n  t h a t  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  su ch  a  b i r t h  e x i s t s ,  which  he f e e l s  i s  
more i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h e  main  t h a n  what h a s  a c t u a l l y  o c c u r r e d ,
Ao
or  n o t  o c c u r r e d .  But t h i s  v iew  seems t o  o v e r lo o k  t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  t h e  v e rb  t e n s e  i s  c o n d i t i o n a l  p e r f e c t , t h a t  t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  h a s  e x i s t e d ;  t h e  p o e t  does n o t  p r o j e c t  t h e  
e v e n t u a l i t y  f o rw a r d .  A f t e r  a l l ,  t h e  ab s en ce  of  t h e  b e d  
was d e s c r i b e d  a s  e t e r n a l ,  w hich  does p r o j e c t  t h e  n e g a t i v e  
s t a t e  o f  n o n - b i r t h  t h r o u g h  a l l  t im e .
The theme o f  t h e  Void i s  a g a in  p r o m in e n t .  Here i s  
a n o t h e r  empty, or  v i r t u a l l y  empty, room, c o n s p i c u o u s l y  
l a c k i n g  a b e d .  The eye ,  a s  i t  f o l l o w s  th e  movement o f  t h e  
poem, i s  f i x e d  upon o b j e c t s  which seem to  d e - m a t e r i a l i z e . 
The l a c e  i s  a b o l i s h e d .  The window i s  a n o t h e r  n o t a b l e  V oid  
w hich  can  o n ly  u n d e r l i n e  t h e  v a s t n e s s  o f  t h e  i n f i n i t y  b e ­
yond.  The m a n d o l in ,  even  i f  m a t e r i a l l y  p r e s e n t ,  i s  c h a r a c ­
t e r i z e d  a s  a "c re u x  11 £a n t  m u s i c i e n , "  a s l e e p ,  and i s  t h e r e b y  
n e g a t e d  a s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r c e  i n  t h e  drama.
I n d e e d ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  a n y t h i n g  v e r y  a f ­
f i r m a t i v e  i n  t h e  T r i p t y q u e — a glimmer o f  l i g h t  h e r e ,  a 
f l o a t i n g  movement t h e r e ,  b u t  t h i s  s c a r c e l y  s u f f i c e s  t o  
a l lo w  one t o  speak  i n  t e rm s  o f  optim ism as  r e g a r d s  t h e  
t h r e e  p i e c e s .  S i l e n c e  i s  t h i c k  and heavy  i n  "Tout O r g u e i l "  
as  t h e  p o e t ' s  a b s en ce  l e a v e s  t h i n g s  u n s a i d .  I n  " S u r g i , "
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t h e  neok  o f  t h e  v a s e  i s  i n t e r r u p t e d  and n o t h i n g  i s  e x h a l e d  
from i t .  I n  " D e n t e l l e "  t h e  m u s i c a l '  i n s t r u m e n t  i s  a s l e e p .  
Each poem evokes a  p a r t i c u l a r  image o f  t h e  Void ,  c o n f r o n t ­
in g  t h e  p o e t  w i th  i t .  T h e re  i s  a n o t h e r  poem, e q u a l l y  d e d i ­
c a t e d  t o  t h e  Void, h u t  w h ich  r i s e s  above t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  i t .  I n  "A 
l a  nue a c c a b l a n t e  t u "  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1895, t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  
t h e  Void seems to  have  b e a r i n g  011 t h e  u l t i m a t e  d e s t i n y  o f  
a l l  m ankind .  I s  Man n o t  m a rc h in g  h e a d lo n g  i n t o  a Void, 
l a r g e r  t h a n  t h a t  r e s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l ?
A l a  nue a c c a b l a n t e  t u  
B asse  de b a s a l t e  e t  de l a v e s  
A m£me l e s  I c h o s  e s c l a v e s  
P a r  une t rom pe  sa n s  v e r t u
Quel s e p u l c r a l  n a u f r a g e  ( t u  
Le s a i s ,  ecume, m ais  y b av e s )
SuprSme une e n t r e  l e s  epaves  
A b o l i t  l e  m&t d e v § tu
Ou c e l a  que f u r i b o n d  f a u t e  
De q u e lq u e  p e r d i t i o n  h a u t e  
Tout l ' a b i m e  v a i n  e p lo y e
Dans l e  s i  b l a n c  cheveu  q u i  t r a i n e
Avarement a u r a  noye
Le f l a n c  e n f a n t  d 'u n e  s i r e n e .
The theme o f  t h e  poem i s  s h ip w r e c k .  The s e t t i n g  i s  
cosm ic :  e a r t h - o c e a n  and sky  seem t o  f u s e  b e n e a t h  t h e  da rk
scowl o f  t h e  t e m p e s t .  The m enac ing ,  p o n d e ro u s  s to rm  hangs  
over  a  s t r a n g e l y  s i l e n t  s c e n e ,  a s i l e n c e  w hich  comes i n t o  
c l e a r e r  f o c u s  i n  t h e  s e c o n d  q u a t r a i n .  The word " tu "  o f  
t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  t h e  poem, t h e  p a s t  p a r t i c i p l e  o f  " t a i r e , "  
r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  a s  f i n a l l y  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e  second
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q u a t r a i n .  Thus, Mallarme a s k s  "What s e p u l c h r a l  ( an d  cosm ic )  
s h ip w re c k ,  s i l e n c e d  (now) "beneath t h e  l o w e r i n g  s to rm  c l o u d ,  
a b o l i s h e d  t h e  s t r i p p e d  m as t?"  I t  seems t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i s  
u n c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e r e  h a s  b ee n  a s h ip w re c k  a t  a l l ,  a s  demon­
s t r a t e d  by t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y  s p e c u l a t e d  upon in  
t h e  t e r c e t s .  P e r h a p s ,  l a c k i n g  so m e th ing  more e x a l t e d  t o  
s t r i k e  down, t h e  a b y s s ,  now c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  v a i n ,  h a s  
s im p ly  sw al low ed  up,  drowned, some s i r e n .  I n  t h e  qua­
t r a i n s ,  t h e  sh ip w rec k  i n v o l v e s  Man, t h e  s t r i p p e d  m a s t  sym-
4.0
b o l i z i n g  t h e  naked  b e i n g ,  a t  d e a th .  5 The p o s s i b l e  de­
s t r u c t i o n  o f  a s i r e n  s u g g e s t e d  i n  t h e  t e r c e t s  i m p l i e s  t h a t  
t h e  e v e n t  may be v i r t u a l l y  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  r a t h e r  t h a n  a l l -  
i m p o r t a n t .  No answer i s  g i v e n .  The foam t h a t  i s  s e e n  
f l e c k i n g  th e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  w a te r  knows t h e  answer ( " t u  l e  
s a i s ,  ecume, m ais  y b a v e s " ) ,  b u t  i n s e n s i b l e  and i n a r t i c u ­
l a t e ,  i t  can  g iv e  no an sw e r .
Here a g a i n  i s  a poem o f  a b s e n c e ,  o f  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  
and o f  t h e  Void .  The v e r b  " a b o l i r , " o f  s u c h  im p o r ta n c e  
i n  t h e  M al la rm ean  v o c a b u l a r y ,  i s  t h e  s i n g l e  m ost  i m p o r t a n t  
word o f  t h e  s o n n e t .  The f u s i o n  o f  sky  and  o ce an ,  t h e  two 
a z u r e s  t h a t  h a u n te d  M al la rm e ,  s u g g e s t s  t h e  V o id .  The s i ­
l e n c e  r e i g n i n g  over  a l l  adds  an e le m e n t  o f  s u r r e a l i t y  t o  
t h e  s c e n e ,  rem oving  i t  f rom t h e  d im en s io n  o f  ou r  c o n c r e t e  
w o r ld ,  g i v i n g  i t  a t i m e l e s s ,  cosmic s c o p e .  An immense 
b a c k d ro p  h a s  been  s e t  up f o r  an a c t i o n  w h ich  p e rh a p s  was 
on an e q u a l l y  g r a n d i o s e  s c a l e — "q u e lq u e  p e r d i t i o n  h a u t e , "
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t h e  s h ip w r e c k  o f  man. Or a g a i n ,  i t  may be  a f ig m e n t  of  t h e
i m a g i n a t i o n ,  j u s t  as  t h e  m y t h i c a l  s i r e n  was a f ig m en t  o f
50t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  a n c i e n t  man. I t  i s  i n  t h i s  l a t t e r  
p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  one f e e l s  t h e  f u l l e s t  im p ac t  of  M a l l a r m e ' s 
i r o n y ,  t h a t  a  t rem endous  s t a g e  h a s  been  s e t  f o r  a v i r t u a l l y  
m e a n i n g l e s s  e v e n t .
N o u l e t  seems t o  c a p t u r e  t h e  theme o f  n e g a t i v i t y  
q u i t e  s u c c i n c t l y  when she t e rm s  t h i s  a " . . . p o e m e  d e s e s p e r e  
q u i  s y m b o l i s e  1 ' e n g l o u t i s s e m e n t  de ce q u i  n ' a  pas e t e . . . .
On v o i t  s e  p r o f i l e r  d e r r i & r e  l u i ,  l e  r £ v e  immense du p o e t e ,  
l 1o eu v re  s y n t h e s e  q u i  e h t  pu f a i r e  echec  au h a s a r d ,  l e  
L i v r e  u n i q u e , . e x p r e s s i o n  t o t a l e  du m o n d e . . .  P lu s  £mouvant 
e n c o re ,  on y e n t e n d  s u r g i r  l a  p l a i n t e  r e n o u v e l e e  de l ' i m -  
p u i s s a n c e  c r e a t r i c e . F o r  N o u le t ,  c l e a r l y ,  th e  " p e r d i ­
t i o n  h a u t e "  s u g g e s t s  t h e  g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  u n d e r t a k i n g  to  
which  M a l la rm e  h a s  d e d i c a t e d  h i s  l i f e ,  and which he  f e a r s  
he w i l l  n e v e r  a c c o m p l i s h .  Cohn co n c u rs  i n  t h a t  he s e e s  
t h e  s i r e n  a s  " r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  u l t i m a t e ,  somewhat an d ro g y ­
n o u s ,  a n g e l i c  p o e t ,  o r  am b ig u o u s ly ,  . . .  h i s  f i n a l  Work,
5 2d i s a p p e a r i n g  back  i n t o  t h e  a l l - s e a . "  T h is  echoes  a s e n ­
t i m e n t  M a l la rm e  had  e x p r e s s e d  in  h i s  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  l e t ­
t e r  t o  V e r l a i n e  i n  1885!
Au f o n d ,  j e  c o n s i d e r e  1 ' epoque co n tem p o ra in e  comme un 
i n t e r r e g n e  pour  l e  p o b te  q u i  n ' a  p o i n t  a s ' y  m S le r ,  
e l l e  e s t  t r o p  en d e s u e tu d e  e t  en e f f e r v e s c e n c e  p r e -  
p a r a t o i r e  pour q u ' i l  a i t  a u t r e  chose  a f a i r e  q u ' a  
t r a v a i l l e r  avec mystfere en vue  de p l u s  t a r d  ou de 
j a m a i s . .  . . . 5 3  ---------
L a t e r  p e rh a p s ,  o r  n e v e r ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  dilemma. The
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symbol o f  t h e  sh ip w rec k  w i l l  be t a k e n  up a g a i n  i n  Un Goup 
de d e s , i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  accom pl ishm en t  o f  1 1 o e u v r e .
The se co n d  o f  t h e  l a r g e  themes u n d e r  which  M a l l a r ­
me ' s  m a tu re  work may be c l a s s i f i e d  i s  t h a t  o f  N i g h t .  T h i s  
i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a theme w h ich  h a s  been  u s e d  e a r l i e r ,  n o t a b l y  
i n  I g i t u r , where  t h e  n i g h t  i n  q u e s t i o n  i s  n o t  t o t a l .  T here  
i s  a l i g h t e d  c a n d le  ( s y m b o l i c  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s )  
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  p i e c e .  T h i s  l i g h t  r e m a in s  one o f  t h e  p e r ­
manent f i x t u r e s  o f  M a l la rm ean  N ig h t ,  s i n c e  i t  h e l p s  to  de­
f i n e  t h e  Void and a t  t h e  same t im e  s e r v e s  t o  sy m b o l ize  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  human c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  w h ich ,  th r o u g h  t h e  
w ork ings  o f  a r t i s t i c  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  a f f o r d s  t h e  o n ly  hope 
f o r  any k i n d  o f  i m m o r t a l i t y .  T h is  b o r d e r s  now on a  theme 
which w i l l  r e c e i v e  more e x t e n s i v e  t r e a t m e n t  i n  a s u b s e ­
q u en t  c h a p t e r  on t h e  e t e r n i t y  o f  a r t .  As Fow lie  o b s e r v e s ,  
" th e  m eaning  o f  n i g h t  i t s e l f  seems t o  have  b een  t a k e n  a s
a c l u e  by  Mallarme f o r  t h e  pa rad o x  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  work,
54which becomes r e a l  when an ab s e n c e  i s  consummated ."
This  d u a l i t y  i n  t h e  v i s i o n  o f  th e  p o e t  h a s  been  d i s c u s s e d  
e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  framework o f  H e g e l i a n  s y n t h e s i s ;  i t  assumes 
i n c r e a s i n g  im p o r ta n c e  i n  t h o s e  works which  b e a r  upon th e  
N ig h t  them e,  many o f  w h ich  move by way o f  n e g a t i o n  t o  an  
a f f i r m a t i o n .
I n  many of  t h e  works  d a t i n g  from t h e  l a t e r  p e r i o d ,  
as e v id e n c e d  i n  t h e  "Void" poems, M allarm e r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  
c r i s i s  o f  1865-1870 f o r  h i s  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r .  T h is  t e n d e n c y
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p e r s i s t s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  poems on N ig h t  a s  w e l l ,  as  demon­
s t r a t e d  by "Quand 1 ' ombre mena9 a , " a s o n n e t  d a t i n g  from 
1 8 8 3  and  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  t o r m e n t s  ( an d  t h e  t r iu m p h )  o f
t h a t  c r i s i s .  I t  e x a l t s  t h e  s p l e n d o r  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  l i g h t
55above a l l  o t h e r  l i g h t s  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  ^
T here  i s  g e n e r a l  a g re e m e n t  among c r i t i c s  t h a t  t h i s
i s  a poem c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  t r i u m p h  o f  g e n i u s — an e x a l t a t i o n
o f  t h e  human s p i r i t — n o t  so t h a t  any one p o e t  may a t t a i n
t o  a p e r s o n a l  i m m o r t a l i t y ,  b u t  r a t h e r  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  an
a r t i s t ,  once he h a s  d i e d ,  h a s  made a c o n t r i b u t i o n  to  t h e
"sum o f  a r t i s t i c  a c h i e v e m e n t s  t h a t  g i v e s  ou r  p l a n e t  i t s
56s p e c i a l  p l a c e  among t h e  s t a r s . "
Quand 1 * ombre mena9 a  de l a  f a t a l e  l o i
Tel  v i e u x  R§ve, d e s i r  e t  mal de mes v e r t k b r e s ,
A f f l i g e  de p e r i r  so u s  l e s  p l a f o n d s  fun& bres
I I  a p lo y e  son  a i l e  i n d u b i t a b l e  en m oi .
Luxe,  6 s a l l e  d 'eb& ne ou, po u r  s e d u i r e  un r o i  
Se t o r d e n t  dans l e u r  m o r t  des g u i r l a n d e s  c e l e b r e s ,
Vous n ' § t e s  q u 'u n  o r g u e i l  m e n t i  p a r  l e s  t e n e b r e s  
Aux yeux du s o l i t a i r e  e b l o u i  de s a  f o i .
Oui,  j e  s a i s  q u ' a u  l o i n t a i n  de c e t t e  n u i t ,  l a  T e r r e  
J e t t e  d ' u n  g r a n d  e c l a t  l ' i n s o l i t e  m yst& re ,
Sous l e s  s i e c l e s  h i d e u x  q u i  1 1o b s c u r c i s s e n t  m o ins .
L ' e s p a c e  a s o i  p a r e i l  q u ' i l  s ' a c c r o i s s e  ou se n i e
Roule  dans  c e t  e n n u i  des  f eu x  v i l s  p o u r  t e m o in s
Que s ' e s t  d 'u n  a s t r e  en f § t e  a l lu m e  l e  g e n i e .
The shadow o f  d e a t h  a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  q u a t r a i n ,
t h r e a t e n i n g  t h e  " o l d  Dream" t h a t  i s  so i n t e g r a l  a p a r t  of
th e  p o e t ' s  l i f e  and  t h o u g h t  ( b e i n g  b o t h  d e s i r e  and a c h e ) .
This  Dream, f e a r f u l ,  f o l d s  up i t s  w ing i n  t h e  p o e t .  The
dominant  a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  s t a n z a  i s  t h e  d a r k n e s s  o f  n i g h t ,
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s y m b o l i z i n g  w i t h i n  t h e  p o e t  " t h e  d a r k n e s s  o f  v i s i o n ,  t h a t
5 7a b s e n c e  o f  l i g h t  i n t o  w h ich  d i s s i p a t e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  d ream ."
T h is  d e s c e n t  o f  n i g h t  seems t o  t h r e a t e n  t h e  v e r y  s o u l  o f
th e  p o e t — t h e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  h i s  t h o u g h t ,  h i s  v i s i o n  which
h as  s u b s i s t e d  i n  t h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  o l d  Dream, c o r r e s p o n d i n g
t o  t h e  e a r l i e r  h a n t i s e  de l ' a z u r . The wing t h a t  t h e  Dream
f o l d s  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  " i n d u b i t a b l e , "  which  seems t o
i n d i c a t e  t h e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  The on ly  t h i n g
which i s  s u b j e c t  t o  d o u b t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  t h e  a c c o m p l i s h -
5 8ment o f  t h e  Dream, n o t  i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  R i c h a r d  i n t e r p r e t s  
t h i s  in w ard  movement o f  t h e  Dream as  an e x p r e s s i o n  of  con­
f i d e n c e  i n  o n e s e l f :  " S i  t o u t  e s t  m o r t  a u t o u r  de moi,  s i
j e  d o i s  d o u t e r  de t o u t ,  une s e u l e  chose  ^ c h a p p e ra  a ce 
d o u te ,  e t  c ' e s t  1 ' e x i s t e n c e  de l a  p e n s e e  q u i  me p e rm e t  de
me r e t o u r n e r  a i n s i  v e r s  moi e t  de p o s e r  l e  monde e n t i e r
5 9comme d o u t e u x . "  Thus,  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  s e l f ,  d i s a p ­
p o i n t e d  w i th  t h e  u s e l e s s  a s p i r a t i o n  t o  t h e  h e i g h t s  o f  t h e  
I d e a l ,  r e n o u n c e s  t h e  e x t e r i o r  w o r ld  f o r  t h e  i n t e r i o r  w o r ld .  
Cohn c o n s i d e r s  t h i s  a s  b a s i c a l l y  a  move o f  s e l f - c o m p o s u r e :
" . . . . s a c r i f i c i a l l y , a  r e s p l e n d e n t  r e t r e a t  i n t o  t h e  i n n e r -
6 0most r e c e s s e s  o f  t r a g i c  c o n s c i o u s n e s s . "
The se c o n d  q u a t r a i n  g a z e s  i n t o  t h e  s t a r r y  n i g h t  
a f t e r  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  d a r k n e s s ,  l i k e n i n g  i t  t o  a l u x u r i o u s  
ebony h a l l .  The "w el l -know n  g a r l a n d s "  seem t o  be t h e  con­
s t e l l a t i o n s ,  c l u s t e r s  o f  s t a r s  w hich ,  so overwhelmed by 
th e  s u r r o u n d i n g ,  v a s t e r  d a r k n e s s  ( t h e r e f o r e  b e l i e d ) ,
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a p p e a r  i n  t h e i r  t w i n k l i n g  t o  he c a u g h t  up i n  th e  t h r o e s  o f  
* d e a th .  Thus t h e s e  a g o n i z i n g  s t a r s  seem h u t  an e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  p r i d e  ( p o s s i b l y  v a i n g l o r y )  i n  t h e  ey es  o f  t h e  p o e t  ( " t h e  
s o l i t a r y  o n e " ) ,  who i s  now " d a z z l e d  hy h i s  f a i t h , "  i . e . ,  i n  
h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  Void and  t h e  i m m o r t a l i t y  
o f  p o e t i c  g e n i u s .  F o r  F n w l ie ,  t h i s  f a i t h  would a p p e a r  to 
he " h i s  power o f  t h o u g h t ,  o f  wonderment,  o f  i m a g in a t io n ,  
t h e  a n c i e n t  dream which  n e v e r  abandons  h im .  His f a i t h
would n o t  he p r e c i s e l y  f a i t h  i n  t h e  A b s o lu t e ,  h u t  i n  t h e
6 2s u r v i v a l  o f  t h e  D re a m . . . . "
The f i r s t  t e r c e t  a f f i r m s  v i g o r o u s l y  t h e  p o e t ' s  cog­
n i z a n c e  t h a t  t h e  p l a n e t ’ E a r t h  f l i n g s  i n t o  th e  cosmic N ig h t  
a  d a z z l i n g  l i g h t  d e s p i t e  t h e  h id e o u s  t im e s  t h a t  E a r t h  has  
known. T h is  l i g h t ,  c a s t  ou tw ard  i n t o  s p a c e ,  i s  te rm ed  "un 
i n s o l i t e  m y s t e r e , "  m y s t e r i o u s  b o t h  t o  man and to  space  i t ­
s e l f ,  s i n c e  t h i s  i s  a d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  o f  b r i l l i a n c e .  E a r t h  
i s  d e p i c t e d  a s  l i v i n g  t h r o u g h  dark  t im e s  i t s e l f  ( " s o u s  l e s  
s i e c l e s  h i d e u x " ) ,  h u t  t h e  s p a r k  o f  p o e t i c  g e n i u s  d i s p e l s  
some o f  t h e  d a r k n e s s  t h a t  s u r r o u n d s  i t .  The f i n a l  t e r c e t ,  
o f f e r s  t h e  s p e c t a c l e  o f  s p a ce  r o l l i n g  v i l e  f i r e s  ( s t a r s )  
i n  boredom a s  mere w i t n e s s e s  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  g en iu s  on a 
f e s t i v e  p l a n e t  ( E a r t h )  h a s  l i g h t e d  u p .  The s t a r s ,  p a l e  hy 
co m p ar iso n ,  can  o n ly  r e f l e c t ,  h e a r  t e s t i m o n y  t o ,  th e  b r i l ­
l i a n c e  i s s u e d  from t h e  E a r t h .  The e x t e n t  t o  which t h i s  
poem i s  c o n s i d e r e d  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  p o e t i c  
g e n iu s  i s  b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e d  hy Mauron: "The s o n n e t  c l o s e s
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t h e n  l i k e  a p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y .  A l l  t h e  immense h u t  
s t u p i d  u n i v e r s e  s u r ro u n d s  t h e  c h o s e n  s t a r  where t h e r e  has  
j u s t  been l i g h t e d  a m y s t e r i o u s  i l l u m i n a t i o n . " ^  A m yste ­
r i o u s  i l l u m i n a t i o n  t h e r e  i s ,  h u t  h e r e  t h e  p a r a l l e l  w i th  
t h e  N a t i v i t y  ends .  T h is  l i g h t  h e r a l d s  t h e  h i r t h  o f  no 
M ess iah  who w i l l  p r o c l a i m  a n  e t e r n i t y  o f  l i f e  f o r  man; i t  
i s  r a t h e r  th e  sp a rk  o f  p o e t i c  g e n i u s  t h a t  i s  c e l e b r a t e d ,  
and t h r o u g h  t h a t ,  t h e  r a d i a n c e  o f  t h e  human s p i r i t  t h a t  i s  
p r o c l a im e d .
T here  i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  v a r i a n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  
t h i s  s o n n e t  which m ust  he t a k e n  i n t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  two r e a ­
s o n s .  F i r s t ,  i t  i s  e n t i r e l y  l o g i c a l  and co n s o n a n t  w i th  
t h e  m a jo r  t r e n d s  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  t h o u g h t ,  and s e c o n d ly ,  i t  
f u r n i s h e s  v a l i d  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  p ro b lem  o f  d e a l i n g  w i th  
M alla rm ean  c r i t i c i s m :  t h e  k a l e i d o s c o p e  i s  e a s i l y  s h i f t e d ,
p r o v i d i n g  a whole new s e r i e s  o f  sh a p e s  and  p a t t e r n s  t o  
d a z z le  t h e  eye and s t r e t c h  t h e  mind, and who c o u l d  say ,  
o t h e r  t h a n  th e  p o e t  h i m s e l f , '  which  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  more 
v a l i d ?  P e rh a p s  t h e y  a re  e q u a l l y  s o .  I n  any c a s e ,  t h e  i n ­
t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Gardner  D a v i e s ,  th ough  d i f f e r i n g  s i g n i f i ­
c a n t l y  i n  d e t a i l ,  does  n o t  s t r a y  v e r y  f a r  f rom t h e  above-  
m e n t io n e d  theme of  t h e  e t e r n i t y  of  p o e t i c  g e n i u s .  He s e e s  
t h i s  poem r a t h e r  a s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  p o e t i c  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n ,  en d a n g e red ,  f a l t e r i n g ,  t h e n  t r i u m p h a n t .  The 
f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  evokes a s u n s e t ,  b u t  th e  o l d  Dream i s  
r a t h e r  t h a t  d i s t i n c t l y  M a l la rm e an  n e e d  t o  a b s t r a c t  th e
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pure  e s s e n c e s  from h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  t h e  phenomena o f  n a ­
t u r e ;  hence  t h e  a l l u s i o n  i s  r e a l l y  t o  t h e  s u n s e t  which  
d a rk n es s  t h r e a t e n s  w i t h  a n n i h i l a t i o n .  The p o e t  m ust  make 
a l l  o f  h i s  v i v i d ,  r e a l  i m p r e s s i o n s  a b s t r a c t  enough t o  he 
a b l e  to  i n c o r p o r a t e  them i n t o  p o e t r y .  The word "Dream" 
evokes f o r  Mallarme any phenomenon o f  t h e  e x t e r i o r  w o r ld  
which c a p t u r e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  a t t e n t i o n .  Thus i t  i s  t h e  dy ing  
sun which,  f e a r f u l  o f  " p e r i s h i n g  u n d e r  t h e s e  f u n e r e a l  
c e i l i n g s "  ( i . e . ,  t h e  d a r k e n i n g  s k y ) ,  t a k e s  r e f u g e  i n  t h e  
p o e t ,  i n v o k i n g  h i s  g e n i u s  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  i t s  l i f e .  The 
second  q u a t r a i n  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  d a r k e n i n g  sky ;  t h e  g a r l a n d s  
a r e  th e  c l o u d s  banked  by t h e  s u n ' s  d y in g  r a y s .  A l l  th e  
s p l e n d o r  o f  t h i s  s u n s e t  " d e a t h - v i c t o r y "  i s  o n ly  v a n i t y  a s  
f a r  as t h e  p o e t  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  v a n i t y  w hich  t h e  d a rk n es s  
w i l l  f i n a l l y  deny. T h is  f a l s i t y  i s  f u l l y  p e r c e i v e d  by t h e  
p o e t ,  who knows h i s  f u n c t i o n  i s  t o  r e - c r e a t e  N a tu r e ,  and 
t h a t  he i s  c a p a b l e  o f  d o in g  so  now. I n  t h e  s e s t e t  t h e  
E a r th  c a s t s  t h e  sun i n t o  t h e  h e a p  o f  t im e  ( " s o u s  l e s  s i e c l e s  
h i d e u x " ) ,  a b s t r a c t e d  now by d e a t h .  J u s t  a memory now, i t  
seems l e s s  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  a n n i h i l a t i o n ;  i t  can be r e s u s c i ­
t a t e d  by t h e  g e n iu s  o f  t h e  p o e t .  The s t a r s ,  r o l l i n g  in  
boredom i n  t h e  b l a c k n e s s  o f  n i g h t ,  b e a r  w i t n e s s  to  th e  f a c t  
t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  g e n i u s  h a s  " c a u g h t  f i r e "  f rom t h i s  s e t t i n g  
s u n . ^  Thus i t  i s  t h a t  t h e  poem which  c e l e b r a t e s  p o e t i c  
g e n iu s  f o r  some r e c o r d s  t h e  aw akening  o f  p o e t i c  i n s p i r a ­
t i o n  f o r  a n o t h e r .
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A p e r f e c t  "blending o f  t h e  them es o f  t h e  Void and o f
N ig h t  i s  embodied i n  t h e  s o n n e t  "Ses p u r s  o n g le s  t r e s  h a u t , "
w r i t t e n  i n  1868 .  I t  i s  a poem p e rm e a te d  w i t h  a b s e n c e ,  t h e
p r im a ry  drama o f  which may be s a i d  t o  be b e tw een  " th e  empty
sp ace  and t h e  empty r o o m . " ^  But M a l la rm e  h i m s e l f  can  b e s t
s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  a d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h i s  work ,  f o r  he d e f i n e s
i n  a l e t t e r  t o  C a z a l i s  i n  J u l y ,  1 8 6 8 , t h o s e  v e r y  e l e m e n t s
w i t h  w h ich  t h e  p r e s e n t  s t u d y  i s  c o n c e r n e d .
J ' e x t r a i s  ce s o n n e t ,  a u c p e l  j ' a v a i s  une f o i s  songe c e t
e t e ,  d 'u n e  e tu d e  p r o j e t e e  s u r  l a  P a r o l e : i l  e s t  i n ­
v e r s e ,  j e  veux d i r e  q u e l e  s e n s ,  s ' i l  en a un (m a is  j e  
me c o n s o l e r a i s  du c o n t r a i r e  gr§tce a l a  dose de p o e s i e  
q u ' i l  r e n f e r m e ,  ce me sem ble)  e s t  evoque p a r  un m i r a g e  
i n t e r n e  des mots mSmes. En se  l a i s s a n t  a l l e r  a  l e  mur- 
m ure r  p l u s i e u r s  f o i s ,  on ep rouve  une s e n s a t i o n  a s s e z  
c a b a l i s t i q u e .
C ' e s t  c o n f e s s e r  q u ' i l  e s t  peu  " p l a s t i q u e , '' comme t u  me 
l e  demandes, mais  au  m oins  e s t - i l  a u s s i  " b la n c  e t  n o i r "  
que p o s s i b l e ,  e t  i l  me semble  se  p r a t e r  a une e a u - f o r t e  
p l e i n e  de R&ve e t  de V id e .
P a r  exem ple ,  une f e n S t r e  n o c t u r n e  o u v e r t e ,  l e s  deux 
v o l e t s  a t t a c h e s ;  une chambre avec  p e r s o n n e  dedans ,  
m a lg re  I ' a i r  s t a b l e  que p r e s e n t e n t  l e s  v o l e t s  a t t a c h e s ,  
e t  dans  une n u i t  f a i t e  d ' a b s e n c e  e t  d 1i n t e r r o g a t i o n ,  
s a n s  m e u b le s ,  s in o n  1 ' ebauche p l a u s i b l e  de v ag u e s  con­
s o l e s ,  un c a d re  b e l l i q u e u x  e t  a g o n i s a n t ,  de m i r o i r  a p -  
pendu  au  fo n d ,  avec s a  r e f l e x i o n ,  s t e l l a i r e  e t  incom­
p r e h e n s i b l e ,  de l a  g ra n d e  O urse ,  q u i  r e l i e  au  c i e l  
s e u l  ce l o g i s  abandonne du monde.
J ' a i p r i s  ce s u j e t  d 'u n  s o n n e t  n u l  e t  se  r e f l e c h i s s a n t  
de t o u t e s  l e s  fa<?ons, #p a r c e  cjue mon o eu v re  e s t  b i e n  
p r e p a r e  e t  h i e r a r c h i s e ,  r e p r e s e n t a n t  comme i l  l e  p e u t  
l ' U n i v e r s ,  que je  n ' a u r a i s  su ,  s a n s  endommager q u e l -  
q u 'u n e  de mes i m p r e s s i o n s  e t a g e e s ,  r i e n  en e n l e v e r ,
— e t  aucun s o n n e t  n e  s ' y  r e n c o n t r e . 6 6
The work, Mallarme s a y s ,  w i l l  depend  n o t  on l i n e a r  
d i s c u r s i v e n e s s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  on i n n e r  r e s o n a n c e s ,  on what he 
t e rm s  an  " i n t e r i o r  m irag e  o f  w o rd s . "  He s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i t
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c o u l d  p r o v i d e  a s u b j e c t  f o r  an  e n g r a v i n g ,  a  s u b j e c t  " p l e i n  
de R8ve  e t  de V id e , "  which shows t h a t  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  m ind 
t h e  two a r e  now e q u a te d .  The d eco r  i s  d e f i n e d — a window 
o p e n in g  upon t h e  N ig h t ,  t h e  window s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e  Void ,  
j u s t  a s  does t h e  N ig h t .  The s h u t t e r s  a r e  f a s t e n e d  b ac k  t o  
a f f o r d  an u n i n t e r r u p t e d  v ie w .  The n i g h t  sky  i s  b u t  a  
b a c k d ro p  f o r  a  more im m edia te  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  Void: t h e
room comes i n t o  f o c u s ,  u n i n h a b i t e d ,  b u t  w i t h  t h e  s t r o n g  
s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  i t  was i n h a b i t e d  e a r l i e r  b u t  i s  no l o n g e r .  
The e n t i r e  f a b r i c  o f  N ig h t  i s  made o f  a b s e n c e  and i n t e r r o ­
g a t i o n ,  a b s e n c e  on th e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e  and i n t e r r o g a t i o n  on 
t h e  s p i r i t u a l  o r  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p l a n e .  The room i s  r e v e a l e d  
a s  b e i n g  w i t h o u t  f u r n i t u r e ,  and y e t  t h e r e  a r e  t h e  " p l a u ­
s i b l e  o u t l i n e s "  o f  s h a p e l e s s  p i e c e s .  Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
o f  a l l ,  how ever ,  a m i r r o r  seems t o  be h a n g in g  on t h e  f a r t h ­
e s t  w a l l  o f  t h e  room, r e f l e c t i n g  ( b u t  in c o m p re h e n s i b ly )  
t h e  G re a t  B e a r  c o n s t e l l a t i o n ,  t h e r e b y  s e r v i n g  as  a l i n k  
b e tw een  t h e  sky and t h i s  abandoned room.
Absence i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  macrocosm and t h e  m i c r o ­
cosm, t h e  f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  e x t e r i o r  Void:
Ses  p u r s  o n g le s  t r e s  h a u t  d e d i a n t  l e u r  onyx, 
L 'A n g o i s s e ,  ce m i n u i t ,  s o u t i e n t ,  l a m p a d o p h o re ,
M a in t  r 8v e  v e s p e r a l  b r& le  p a r  l e  P h en ix  
Que ne r e c u e i l l e  pas  de c i n e r a i r e  amphore
S ur  l e s  c r e d e n c e s ,  au  s a l o n  v i d e :  n u l  p ty x ,
A b o l i  b i b e l o t  d ' i n a n i t e  s o n o re ,
( C a r  l e  M a i t r e  e s t  a l l e  p u i s e r  des  p l e u r s  au  S tyx  
Avec ce s e u l  o b j e t  d o n t  l e  N ean t  s ' h o n o r e ) .
Mais p ro c h e  l a  c r o i s e e  au n o r d  v a c a n t e ,  un or
A gon ise  s e l o n  p e u t - 8 t r e  l e  d l c o r
Des l i c o r n e s  r u a n t  du f e u  c o n t r e  une n i x e ,
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E l l e ,  d e f u n t e  nue en l e  m i r o i r ,  en co r
Que, dans l ' o u b l i  fe rm e  p a r  l e  c a d r e ,  s e  f i x e
De s c i n t i l l a t i o n s  s i t b t  l e  s e p t u o r .
I t  i s  m id n i g h t ,  and  Anguish i s  t h e  l a m p b e a re r  ( l a m -  
p a d o p h o r e ) ,  h o l d i n g  up ( l a m p - l i k e )  many a  s u n s e t  dream 
t h a t  h a s  b ee n  consumed by t h e  sun:  "The P h e n ix - s u n  h a s
gone down w i t h  h i s  h o p e s ,  which  a r e  'b u r n e d '  a t  w h a te v e r  
l e v e l — m e t a p h y s i c a l ,  c r e a t i v e  ( t h e  p ap e r  o f  h i s  m a n u s c r i p t ? ) ,
p e r s o n a l — y e t  comes back  t o  l i f e  w i th  t h e  m o r n in g  "
The "p u re  f i n g e r n a i l s  v e r y  h i g h  up d e d i c a t i n g  t h e i r  onyx" 
u n d o u b te d ly  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  s t a r s ,  which s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e y  
a r e  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h a t  a n g u i s h ,  c o n t r i b u t o r y  to  i t .
These dream s a r e  b u rn e d  and  th e y  rem a in  s c a t t e r e d ,  r a t h e r  
t h a n  c o l l e c t e d  i n t o  some f u n e r a l  u r n .  The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  G ard n er  D av ies  c o n t i n u e s  t o  emphasize  t h e  r e l a t e d  theme 
o f  p o e t i c  i n s p i r a t i o n :  t h e  P hen ix  i n  q u e s t i o n  i s  t h e  sun
t h a t  h a s  e x p i r e d ;  A ngu ish  i s  t h a t  h a n t i s e  which d r i v e s  t h e  
p o e t  t o  r e - c r e a t e  h i s  Dream on a sym bol ic  l e v e l ;  t h e s e  
" v e s p e r a l  dreams" a r e  t h e  i m p r e s s io n s  t h e  p o e t  h a s  g a r n e r e d  
f rom w i t n e s s i n g  t h e  s u n s e t  and which  he m ust  make q u i n t e s ­
s e n t i a l  and  t h e n  p e r p e t u a t e  i n  p o e t r y ;  t h e  ab sen ce  o f  t h e  
amphora i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  P h e n ix - s u n ,  which  n e e d s  i t s  own 
a s h  f o r  i t s  r e b i r t h ,  h a s  l i t t l e  to  hope f o r  s i n c e  t h i s  a s h  
r e m a in s  u n c o l l e c t e d .  Thus,  a t  m id n ig h t  t h e  p o e t  i s  r e c a l l ­
i n g  a l l  t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  which  t h e  s u n s e t  h as  p r o v id e d ;  t h e  
a n g u i s h  he  e x p e r i e n c e s  i s  l i k e  a t o r c h - b e a r e r , k e e p i n g  t h e  
sun a l i v e .
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The se co n d  s t r o p h e  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  i n s i d e  d e c o r ,  t h e  
room which i n  i t s  way i s  n o t h i n g  more t h a n  a  m i r r o r  o f  t h e  
e x t e r i o r  V o id .  There  e x i s t s  no b a u b le  ( " p t y x " )  on th e  b u f ­
f e t  i n  t h e  empty room; d e a t h  h a s  c a l l e d  t h e  M as te r  and he 
has  t a k e n  t h i s  o b j e c t  t h a t  s y m b o l iz e s  t h e  Void .  The word 
"p tyx"  h a s  g e n e r a t e d  much d i s c u s s i o n  a s  t o  i t s  m eaning .
Some c r i t i c s  have  s u g g e s t e d  a v a s e ,  o t h e r s  a  s e a s h e l l ,  y e t  
o t h e r s  a f o l d  i n  a f a b r i c .  A l l  t h e s e  v a r i a n t  meanings 
have one e l e m e n t  i n  common: "one e l e m e n t a r y  meaning: t h e
s i m p l e s t  c o n t a i n e r  o f  r e a l i t y  ( o r  n o t h i n g ) . "  But w ha t­
ever  t h i s  o b j e c t  may h a v e  s i g n i f i e d  f o r  t h e  p o e t ,  i t  i s  
n o t  p r e s e n t  h e r e .  I t s  p r i o r  p r e s e n c e  i s  s u g g e s t e d  by th e  
r e f e r e n c e  t o  i t  a s  an  " a b o l i  b i b e l o t "  r e s o u n d i n g  w i t h  emp­
t i n e s s .  D ea th  h a s  t a k e n  t h e  M a s te r ,  and he i n  t u r n  h a s  
t a k e n  t h i s  t r i n k e t ,  l e a v i n g  t h e  room e x c e p t  f o r  t h e  g h o s t  
of a  fo rm e r  p r e s e n c e ,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  b l a c k  Void t h a t  i s
69f i l l e d  w i t h  m e a n in g l e s s  s t a r s ,  " th e  v e r y  image o f  H a s a r d . "
The a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  M a s t e r  may be s e en  a s  an e x p r e s s i o n  of
t h a t  need  o f  M allarm e t o  a b s t r a c t  h i m s e l f ;  t h e  p o e t ,  by
s a c r i f i c i n g  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  w i l l  a l l o w  t h e s e  dreams ( t h i s
i n s p i r a t i o n )  t o  p r o l o n g  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  th e  d a r k -  
70n e s s .
The f i r s t  t e r c e t  i n t r o d u c e s  a l i g h t  i n  t h e  i n n e r  
Void, j u s t  as  t h e r e  was l i g h t  ( t h e  s t a r s )  i n  th e  o u t e r  
Void. T here  i s  a  p a l e  g o l d  f l e c k  o f  l i g h t  ( "un o r  a g o n i s e " )  
n e a r  th e  v a c a n t  window, p e r h a p s  i s s u i n g  from th e  d e c o r a t e d
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m i r r o r - f r a m e . The image o f  u n i c o r n s  " r u a n t  du f e u  c o n t r e
une n i x e "  s u g g e s t s  t h e  d e c o r a t i v e  m o t i f  o f  an o l d  m i r r o r
9  71t h a t  M a l la rm e  had  b o u g h t  i n  Avignon, c o n f i r m in g  t h e  i d e a
t h a t  t h i s  i s  n o t  j u s t  any room h u t  M a l l a r m e ' s ,  t h a t  th e
M as te r  i s  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t  h i m s e l f .  C h a r l e s  Chasse
a t t r i b u t e s  t h e  image t o  L a r o u s s e :  "Les l i c o r n e s . . . . j e t t e n t
du f e u  dans  des combats  c o n t r e  ces  a u t r e s  S t r e s  l e g e n d a i r e s
7 ?q u ' e t a i e n t  l e s  n i x e s . "
The l a s t  t e r c e t  p o r t r a y s  t h e  m i r r o r ,  a n o t h e r  symbol 
o f  t h e  V o id ,  r e f e r r i n g  t o  i t  a s  " o b l i v i o n , "  i . e . ,  a n n i h i l a ­
t i o n ,  " e n c l o s e d  by a f r a m e . "  R e f l e c t e d  f i n a l l y  i n  t h i s  ob­
l i v i o n  i s  t h e  s e p t e t  t h a t  can only  be a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  s t a r s ,  
and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  t h e  se v en  s t a r s  o f  t h e  Big D ip p e r  i n  
t h e  U rs a  M ajo r  ("G rande  O urse" )  c o n s t e l l a t i o n ,  m e n t io n e d  
by M alla rm e i n  an e a r l i e r  poem. Once a g a i n  t h e r e  i s  a 
l i g h t  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s .  T here  has  been  a p r o g r e s s i o n  i n  
t h i s  V o id ,  f rom  t h e  l a r g e  macrocosmic v iew  of o u t e r  N ig h t  
t o  t h e  m ic ro c o sm ic  v iew  o f  t h e  empty chamber,  t o  t h e  r e ­
f l e c t i o n  o f  b o t h  ( a  s y n t h e s i s )  i n  t h e  m i r r o r .  The s t a r s  
o f  t h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  s p a r k l e ,  i t  i s  t r u e ,  b u t  o n ly  to  g i v e  
d im e n s io n  t o  t h e  v o i d .  At t h e  end o f  t h e  poem, t h e s e  
s c i n t i l l a t i o n s  a r e  made s t a t i c  by t h e i r  e n c l o s u r e  i n  t h e  
m i r r o r .  Cohn s e e s  t h e  emergence o f  t h e  B ig  D ipper  a t  t h e  
end a s  h o l d i n g  t h e  p ro m ise  o f  som eth ing  b e a u t i f u l ,  as
" f r a u g h t  w i t h  c a p t i v e  v o l u p t u o u s n e s s ,  p o t e n t i a l  dynamic
7 ^e n e rg y ,  on t h e  b r i n k  o f  m e l t i n g  and f l o w i n g . "  A s i m i l a r
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v iew  i s  e x p r e s s e d  by G ardner  D av ie s ,  f o r  whom t h e  awakening 
o f  t h e  s e v e n  s t a r s  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  c o n s t i t u t e s  a d e f i n i t e  
s i g n  o f  hope :
Les  r S v e s  de l u m i e r e  i n s p i r e s  p a r  l e  s o l e i l  c o u c h a n t  
l u t t e n t  dans l e  s a l o n  v i d e  c o n t r e  l ' o b s c u r i t e  e n v a h i s -  
s a n t e .  L eu r  l u m i n o s i t e  l a t e n t e  f a i t  l u i r e ,  comme l a  
t o r c h e ,  l e s  o n g le s  du lam padophore  i m a g i n a i r e ,  m a is  
i l s  ne  t r o u v e n t  dans l a  p i e c e  r i e n  q u i  p u i s s e  l e s  p e r -  
p e t u e r .  Le c a d re  do re  de l a  ^ l a c e  l e u r  o f f r e  un r e ­
f u g e  momentane q u i  s e - d e r o b e  a  son  t o u r .  C ' e s t  a l o r s  
q u ' a p p a r a i s s e n t  dans l e m i r o i r  l e s  s e p t  e t o i l e s  de l a  
Grande O u rse .  J u s q u ' a u  le n d e m a in  m a t in ,  quand l e  
P h e n ix  r e n a i t r a  de s a  c e n d r e ,  c e s  e t o i l e s  s o n t  d e s t i -  
n e e s  a  l e  r e p r e s e n t e r  dans l e  c a d re  n o i r . 7 4
O r i g i n a l l y  e n t i t l e d  "Sonne t  a l l e g o r i q u e  de l u i -  
m§me" a t  t h e  t im e o f  i t s  c o m p o s i t i o n  in  1 8 6 8 , two y e a r s  
a f t e r  h i s  c l a i m  o f  h a v i n g  s e e n  " l e  RSve dans sa  n u d i t e  
i d e a l e , "  t h i s  s o n n e t  c l e a r l y  h a s  r e f e r e n c e  to  Mallarme on 
a p e r s o n a l  l e v e l .  On t h i s  l e v e l ,  t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  M a s te r  
r e f e r s  t o  t h e  p o e t ' s  becoming " im p e r s o n a l " ;  he h a s  gone to  
d e a t h  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  he s e e k s  o b l i v i o n ,  t a k i n g  w i th  him 
t h o s e  o b j e c t s  which "do h o n o r  to  t h e  Dream," i . e . ,  t h o s e  
mem ories  and  a s p i r a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  and 
e l i c i t  t h e  Dream. B u t  a s  t h e  M a s te r  d i s a p p e a r s ,  t h e r e  
comes i n t o  f o c u s  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  t h e  r e f l e c t i o n  of  t h e  s t a r s ,  
a  p o s i t i v e  s i g n  t h a t  even i n  t h i s  s t a g e  o f  t h e  c r i s i s ,  a 
l i g h t  i s  em erg in g .  T h is  i s  a  l i g h t  which  r e c e i v e s  i n ­
c r e a s i n g  a t t e n t i o n  from t h e  p o e t  d u r in g  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  
h i s  l i f e t i m e ,  r e c u r r i n g  t im e  and  t im e  a g a i n ,  and c u l m i n a t ­
i n g  i n  h i s  l a s t  and most  a m b i t i o u s  work, Un Coup de d e s .
The l i g h t  s h i n i n g  i n  t h e  d a rk n e s s  r e c e i v e s  a
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d i f f e r e n t  t r e a t m e n t  i n  " V i c t o r i e u s e m e n t  f u i  l e  s u i c i d e  
b e a u , "  w r i t t e n  and p u b l i s h e d  i n  I 8 8 5 . A c l e a r l y - d e f i n e d  
p o s i t i v e  f o r c e  i s  shown i n  o p e r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t im e :  
a woman's l o v e .  The s o n n e t  i s  i n s p i r e d ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  
by Mery L a u r e n t ,  a ch a rm in g  and b e a u t i f u l  woman who f r e ­
q u e n te d  t h e  same a r t i s t i c  c i r c l e s  a s  d i d  M allarme d u r in g  
th e  1 8 8 0 ' s ,  and w i t h  whom he e s t a b l i s h e d  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  
i n  t h e  se co n d  h a l f  o f  t h a t  d ec ad e .  The l i g h t  t h a t  l i n g e r s  
p a s t  t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  s u n s e t  i s  r e f l e c t e d ,  n o t  i n  a f r o z e n  
m i r r o r  o r  i n  t h e  v a s t n e s s  o f  an empty n i g h t  sky ,  b u t  
r a t h e r  i n  t h e  s e n su o u s  c h e v e l u r e  o f  a  woman. T h is  marks 
t h e  f i r s t  d i s c e r n i b l e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  Mery a s  an i n s p i r a ­
t i o n a l  f o r c e  i n  t h e  p o e t r y  o f  M a l la rm e ,  a f o r c e  d e s t i n e d  
t o  grow c o n s i d e r a b l y  more s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  
y e a r s .
The f i r s t  s t r o p h e  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  v i c t o r i o u s  f l i g h t  
o f  a b e a u t i f u l  s u i c i d e  ( t h e  s u n s e t ) ,  a s u i c i d e  b e c a u s e  i t  
i s  s e e m in g ly  g i v i n g  i t s e l f  up t o  d e a th ,  y e t  i t  i s  a  s p l e n ­
d id  d e a t h ,  an  i m p r e s s i v e  cosm ic  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  w i th  which 
Mallarme was o b v i o u s l y  f a s c i n a t e d ,  t h e  s p e c t a c l e  o f  n i g h t -
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f a l l  i n  which  " l e  c a t a s t r o p h e  s ' e g a l e . . . . a  une ap o th eo se ."
The sun  i s  v i c t o r i o u s  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  a lways s u r v i v e s
i t s  seem ing  d e s t r u c t i o n .
V i c t o r i e u s e m e n t  f u i  l e  s u i c i d e  b eau  
T iso n  de g l o i r e ,  s a n g  p a r  ecume, o r ,  temp&tel 
0 r i r e  s i  l a - b a s  une p o u r p r e  s ' a p p r i t e  
A lie t e n d r e  r o y a l  que mon a b s e n t  tombeau.
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Quoii de t o u t  c e t  e c l a t  p as  m§me l e  lam beau  
S ' a t t a r d e ,  i l  e s t  m i n u i t ,  a  1 1 ombre q u i  nous  f § t e  
E x c e p te  q u 'u n  t r e s o r  p resom ptueux  de t § t e  
V erse  son c a r e s s e  n o n c h a l o i r  s a n s  f l a m b e a u ,
La t i e n n e  s i  t o u j o u r s  l e  d e l i c e !  l a  t i e n n e  
Oui s e u l e  qui  du c i e l  e v a n o u i  r e t i e n n e  
Un peu  de p u e r i l  t r io m p h e  en t ' e n  c o i f f a n t
Avec c l a r t e  quand s u r  l e s  c o u s s i n s  t u  l a  p o se s  
Comme un casque g u e r r i e r  d ' i m p e r a t r i c e  e n f a n t  
Dont po u r  t e  f i g u r e r  i l  t o m b e r a i t  des  r o s e s .
B ecause  of  s y n t a c t i c a l  a m b ig u i ty  i n  t h e  t h i r d  and
f o u r t h  l i n e s  o f  th e  f i r s t  s t a n z a ,  i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  know
w h e th e r  i t  i s  t h e  sun  o r  t h e  p o e t  who i s  s t r u c k  by th e
i r o n i c  t h o u g h t  t h a t  p r e p a r a t i o n s  a r e  b e i n g  made f o r  a  tomb
which w i l l  rem ain  " a b s e n t . "  C o n c e iv a b ly ,  i t  i s  b o t h .  The
p o e t  may s e e  i n  t h i s  s o l a r  d e a t h  a p r e f i g u r a t i o n  o f  h i s
own d e a th ,  y e t  a d e a t h  t h a t  i s  s t i l l  f u t u r e  a s  he c o n t i n u e s
h i s  own p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  a n o t h e r  n i g h t .  D av ies
f e e l s  i t  i s  more l i k e l y  t h e  sun  which  f e e l s  v i c t o r i o u s  i n
t h i s  s p l e n d i d  a p o t h e o s i s  i t  i s  e n j o y i n g ,  i n  t h e  u n q u e s t i o n -
7 6a b l e  c e r t i t u d e  t h a t  tomorrow w i l l  b r i n g  a  r e t u r n .
There  i s  a s h i f t  o f  t im e  and p l a c e  i n  t h e  second  
s t r o p h e .  I t  i s  no l o n g e r  a s u n s e t  s p e c t a c l e ,  b u t  a  bed ­
room scen e  a t  m id n i g h t ,  where t h e  p o e t  m a r v e l s  t h a t  n o t h i n g  
r e m a in s  o f  t h e  f i e r y  s p l e n d o r  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  s c e n e — e x c e p t  
i n  t h e  g l i n t s  of  l i g h t  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  h a i r  o f  h i s  b e l o v e d .  
These p a l e  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  s u r v i v i n g  i n  t h e  n e u t r a l  moment o f  
m i d n i g h t ,  s u g g e s t  a t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f  t h i s  l i g h t  to  t h e  new 
day, t h e r e f o r e  making o f  t h i s  l o v e d  o n e ' s  h a i r  an i n s t r u ­
ment o f  r e g e n e r a t i o n ,  a means whereby t h e  c y c l e  o f  l i f e
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may b e g i n  anew. I n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h i s  p o s s i b l e  r e b i r t h ,  t h e
i r o n y  o f  t h e  l a s t  two l i n e s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  s t r o p h e  comes i n t o
c l e a r e r  f o c u s :  th e  b u t t  o f  t h e  i r o n y  w ould  be t h e  d e a t h
f o r c e  i t s e l f ,  t h e  Void ,  f rom which th e  p o e t  ( o r  t h e  sun)
h a s  v i c t o r i o u s l y  f l e d ,  l e a v i n g  a l l  t h e  r o y a l  p u r p l e  t o  deck
o u t  an  a b s e n t  tomb I The means by which  t h i s  escape  becomes
e f f e c t i v e  i s  t h e  h a i r  o f  t h e  lo v e d  one, b o th  f o r  p o e t  and
f o r  t h e  s u n .  Prom t h e  v i e w p o i n t  o f  th e  p o e t ,  t h i s  may be
c o n s t r u e d  a s  a  c a l l  to  t h e  l i f e  o f  th e  s e n s e s ,  of  l o v e .
The h e a d  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  "p resum ptuous"  h e r e  i n  t h a t  i t  h a s
77assum ed t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  su n .
The m e tam orphos is  o f  t h e  g o ld e n  h ead  o f  h a i r  i n t o  
an i n s t r u m e n t  f o r  t h e  r e - a s s e r t i o n  of  l i f e  i s  c o n t i n u e d  i n  
t h e  t e r c e t s .  The h e a d  r e t a i n s  from th e  v a n i s h e d  sky a b i t  
o f  c h i l d i s h  t r iu m p h ,  c h i l d i s h  p e rh a p s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  i d e a  
o f  r e b i r t h  t h a t  i s  i m p l i e d  i n  th e  p r o c e s s  whereby d e a t h  i s  
d e f e a t e d ,  o r  p e r h a p s  as  an  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  th e  sm a l l  s c a l e
on w hich  t h e  s u n s e t  s p l e n d o r  i s  r e f l e c t e d  h e r e  i n  t h e
7 Qroom. I n  t h e  second  t e r c e t  th e  h a i r  h a s  become a war­
r i o r ' s  h e l m e t  worn by a  c h i l d  em press .  The r o y a l  sun ,  by 
i t s  e x t i n c t i o n ,  h a s  c o n f e r r e d  a t i t l e  upon t h i s  s u c c e s s o r :  
she  i s  an em press  now. Her h a i r  s u r ro u n d s  h e r  as  th o u g h  
i t  were  a  w a r r i o r ' s  h e l m e t ,  now p r o t e c t i v e  and m i l i t a n t ,  
b u t  a t  t h e  same t im e  f e m in i n e  enough to  g iv e  o f f  t h e  r e ­
f l e c t i o n  o f  r o s e s  which  o f f e r s  an image o f  t h e  b e l o v e d .
T h e re  i s  a t e n d e n c y  among c e r t a i n  c r i t i c s  to
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em phasize  t h e  " l a u g h t e r "  m e n t io n e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  q u a t r a i n ,  
which  i n d i c a t e s  an i r o n y ,  even an a b s u r d i t y .  Cohn i n t e r ­
p r e t s  t h e  c a t a s t r o p h e  o f  t h e  s o l a r  d e a th  as  a  " g l o r i o u s  
h o l o c a u s t  t o  d r a m a t i z e  t h e  a b s u r d i t y  o f  a l l  c r e a t i o n , " t h e
l a u g h t e r  i n d i c a t i n g  a l e a p  f o rw a rd  by th e  p o e t  from "what
79i s  r e a l l y  an  i n n e r  s u i c i d e ,  o r  aw a ren ess  o f  t h e  a b s u r d . "  
T h is  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  c e r t a i n l y  c o n s o n a n t  w i th  M a l l a rm e 1s 
a t t i t u d e  t o w a rd  t h e  m ean ing  o f  l i f e  a f t e r  h i s  c r i s i s  y e a r s  
i n  Tournon.  R i c h a r d  assum es  b a s i c a l l y  th e  same a t t i t u d e ,  
b u t  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  o t h e r  t e r m s :  " . . . d a n s  'V i c t o r i e u s e m e n t
f u i  l e  s u i c i d e  b e a u '  . . . . n o u s  voyons une cheve lu re  e c h ap p e r
au ' s u i c i d e '  s o l a i r e  de l ' S t r e  e t  p o u r s u i v r e  au co eu r  v i d e
finde l a  n u i t  son  ray o n n em en t  h e u r e u x . "  T h is  c r i t i c  f i n d s  
t h a t  woman i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  u n i v e r s e  i s  j u s t i f i a b l y  p roud :  
" . . . s o n  f e u  c o n s t i t u e  b i e n  l a  s e u l e  f o r c e  b e n e f i q u e  c a p a b l e  
de nous  f a i r e  h e u re u s e m e n t  t r a v e r s e r  t o u t e s  l e s  d i s c o n t i -
n u i t e s  de l ' S t r e .  L 'am our  r e u s s i t  i c i  a t ro m p er  d i r e c t e -
Rlment l a  m o r t . "  Here  t h e  p o e t  i s  n o t  s e e k in g  o b l i v i o n  
and e s c a p e  a s  he h ad  i n  a  much e a r l i e r  poem b a s e d  on t h e  
h a i r  image,  " T r i s t e s s e  d ' e t e . "  I n s t e a d ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  
s t r o n g  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  he s e ek s  t h i s  " p u e r i l  t r io m p h e "  
r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  b e l o v e d ' s  h a i r  as  a c t i v e  engagement i n  
a f f i r m i n g  l i f e .
The a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  l i f e  th ro u g h  a p p e a l  t o  t h e  s e n s e s  
r e c e i v e s  much more e x t e n s i v e  t r e a t m e n t  i n  a number of  poems 
a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  t h e  b e n e f i c e n t  i n f l u e n c e  o f  Mery L a u r e n t  on
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t h e  p o e t ' s  l i f e .  These w i l l  he  t r e a t e d  i n  a n o t h e r  c h a p t e r  
s i n c e  th e  theme o f  N ig h t  does  n o t  a p p e a r  i n  them. T h is  
engagement i n  l i f e  i s  f u r t h e r  d ev e lo p e d  i n  t h e  theme of  
t h e  e t e r n i t y  of  a r t ,  a  theme w hich  fo rm s  t h e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  
a  number o f  poems y e t  t o  be  c o n s i d e r e d ,  i n  which  th e  p o e t  
e x p r e s s e s  c o n f id e n c e  i n  t h e  t r a n s c e n d a n c e  and i m m o r t a l i t y  
o f  t h e  work o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n .
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CHAPTER IV
AFFIRMATION
The p o e t  who h a s  s p e n t  such  a l a r g e  m easure  o f  h i s  
l i f e  i n  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  o f  t h e  Void and i n  t h e  s u g g e s t i o n  of  
t h e  Void th r o u g h  h i s  p o e t r y  u l t i m a t e l y  f i n d s  i n  t h i s  Void 
a p o i n t  o f  d e p a r t u r e ,  a  k i n d  o f  a b s t r a c t  t e r r a i n  upon 
which t o  s t a n d  and a f f i r m  b o t h  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  s e n s e s  and 
th e  i m m o r t a l i t y  o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n .  But t h e s e  a f f i r m a ­
t i o n s  a r e  n o t  w i t h o u t  t h e i r  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s .  The p o e t r y  
i n s p i r e d  by Mery L a u r e n t  o f f e r s  t h e  c l e a r e s t  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  
th e  c a l l  t o  l i f e  which  M allarm e e x p e r i e n c e d ,  t o  t h e  l i f e  
o f  t h e  s e n s e s ,  o f  l o v e .  But i n  a  t y p i c a l l y  M alla rm ean  
f a s h i o n ,  each  a f f i r m a t i o n  made i n  t h e  "Mery poems" b e a r s  
w i t h i n  i t  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  an a m b ig u i ty  t h a t  i s  c a p a b le  of  
c a s t i n g  an e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t  on th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  t h e  work, so t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  one wonders how much of  an 
a f f i r m a t i o n  h a s  r e a l l y  been  made. M a l la rm e ,  c r e a t u r e  o f  
i n t e l l e c t  p a r  e x c e l l e n c e , seems t o  have been  u n a b le  t o  
make an u n q u a l i f i e d  a f f i r m a t i o n  e x c e p t  as  r e g a r d s  t h e  p r i ­
macy o f  t h e  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n .
Love i s  t h e  theme o f  t h e  poems i n s p i r e d  by th e  Mery 
L a u r e n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  I n  " Q u e l le  s o i e  aux baumes de 
t e m p s ,"  p u b l i s h e d  i n  e a r l y  1885, t h e  joy  o f  l o v i n g  b r i n g s
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a b o u t  an e c l i p s e ,  a t  l e a s t  m o m e n ta r i ly ,  o f  t h e  c o n c e rn  o v e r  
a r t  and  t h e  f e a r  o f  t h e  Void .  M a l l a r m e ' s  f a v o r i t e  o b j e c t  
o f  e r o t i c i s m ,  t h e  h a i r ,  g i v e s  r i s e  t o  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  o f  
t h e  u r g e  t o  l i f e ,  as  i t  h a s  done b e f o r e .  The h a i r  o f  h i s  
m i s t r e s s  s e r v e s  a s  t h e  f i r s t  te rm  of  an a n a lo g y  t h a t  p e r ­
m i t s  m e d i t a t i o n  on t h e  c o m p a ra t iv e  m e r i t s  o f  l o v i n g ,  or  
f o r s a k i n g  su ch  t e r r e s t r i a l  p u r s u i t s  f o r  more e t e r n a l  o n e s .  
These l a t t e r  a r e  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  a n a lo g y  o f  a f l a g  h a l ­
lowed by t im e  ( " s o i e  aux baumes de t e m p s " ) :
Q u e l l e  s o i e  aux baumes de temps 
Ou l a  Ohimbre s 1ex te n u e  
Vaut l a  t o r s e  e t  n a t i v e  nue 
Que, h o r s  de to n  m i r o i r ,  t u  t e n d s !
Les t r o u s  de d rapeaux  m e d i t a n t s  
S ' e x a l t e n t  dans n o t r e  avenue :
Moi, j ' a i  t a  c h e v e l u r e  nue 
Pour e n f u i r  mes yeux c o n t e n t s .
Non! La bouche ne s e r a  s&re 
Le r i e n  g o h t e r  a s a  m o r s u re ,
S ' i l  ne f a i t ,  to n  p r i n c i e r  amant,
Lans l a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  t o u f f e  
E x p i r e r ,  comme un d iam an t ,
Le c r i  des  G l o i r e s  q u ' i l  e t o u f f e .
The f i r s t  s t r o p h e  r a i s e s  t h e  q u e s t i o n :  What t i m e -
h o n o re d  f l a g  i s  w o r th  t h i s  t w i s t i n g ,  waving  h e a d  o f  h a i r  
t h a t  you  h o l d  f o r t h ?  The s eco n d  s t r o p h e  a g a i n  p l a c e s  i n  
j u x t a p o s i t i o n  t h o s e  p ro u d  b a t t l e - s c a r r e d  f l a g s ,  s y m b o l iz ­
in g  m a n 's  m ost  h o n o re d  p u r s u i t s  o f  d u ty  t o  c o u n t r y  f u l ­
f i l l e d ,  w i t h  t h e  head  o f  h a i r  o f  t h e  b e l o v e d ,  i n  w hich  t h e  
l o v e r ' s  ey e s  seem to  bu rn  h o l e s  j u s t  a s  t h e  b u l l e t s  hav e  
p i e r c e d  t h e  f l a g s .  Each t e r c e t  p r e s e n t s  a n o t h e r  f a c e t  o f
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t h e  p ro b le m .  What hope can  t h e  p o e t  h o l d  o f  r e a l i z i n g  any­
t h i n g  f rom  t h e  p r e s e n t  p u r s u i t ,  a n y t h i n g  o f  v a l u e ,  o f  a b i d ­
in g  m e r i t ,  t h a t  i s ,  i f  he does  n o t  e i t h e r :  1) s t i f l e
( f a i r e . . .  e x p i r e r )  t h e  p o e t ' s  c ry  f o r  g l o r y ,  or  2) b r e a t h e  
f o r t h  ( f a i r e . . . e x p i r e r )  t h i s  c r y  f o r  g l o r y  th r o u g h  t h e  i n ­
s t r u m e n t a l i t y  o f  t h i s  h e a d  o f  h a i r ?  Thus two c l e a r l y  d i s ­
t i n c t ,  and  o p p o s i t e ,  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a r e  r a i s e d ,  stemming 
from two d i v e r g e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  one word "ex­
p i r e r . "  T h is  a m b ig u i ty  i s  q u i t e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  t h e  
p o e t ' s  l a t e  s t y l e :  t h e  word or  t h e  s y n t a c t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e
which  can  l e n d  i t s e l f  t o  e i t h e r  a  p o s i t i v e  o r  a n e g a t i v e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  p e r p l e x i n g  b u t  e q u a l l y  
i n t r i g u i n g  a m b ig u i ty  o f  t h e  v e r s e .  There  seems to  be no 
n ee d  t o  choose  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o v e r  t h e  o t h e r ;  Mallarme 
must  s u r e l y  have  chosen  t h e  word " e x p i r e r "  f o r  t h i s  v e r y  
d u a l i t y .  Whether  t h e  h a i r  d e f i n i t i v e l y  sm o th e rs  th e  c ry  
f o r  g l o r y  w hich  t h e  p o e t  l o n g s  t o  u t t e r  ( i n  e f f e c t  s e r v i n g  
as  a  t e m p o ra ry  e s ca p e  mechanism s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  which 
e x p r e s s  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  f l e e  f rom 1 1a z u r ) , or  w h e th e r  i t  
s e r v e s  a s  t h e  v e r y  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h a t  c r y ,  b r e a t h i n g  i t  
o u t  (h e n c e  a c c o m p l i s h in g  an e f f e c t i v e  s u b l i m a t i o n  of  th e  
p o e t ' s  y e a r n i n g ) ,  t h e  r e s u l t  i s ,  m o m e n ta r i ly  a t  l e a s t ,  th e  
same f o r  t h e  p o e t .  He i s  f i n d i n g  a r e l e a s e  i n  th e  en jo y ­
ment o f  h i s  l o v e .  Whether  i t  h a s  t h e  n e g a t i v e  v a l u e  o f  
t e m p o ra ry  e s c a p e  o r  t h e  p o s i t i v e  v a l u e  o f  s u c c e s s f u l  sub­
l i m a t i o n  i s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  t h a t  r e m a in s  u n r e s o l v e d .
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S y n t a c t i c a l  a m b ig u i ty  a t  a  c r u c i a l  p o i n t  l e a d s  t o
a m b iv a len ce  i n  a n o t h e r  o f  t h e  Mery L a u r e n t  poems " M ' l n t r o -
d u i r e  dans t o n  h i s t o i r e , " p u b l i s h e d  i n  1886 .
M ' i n t r o d u i r e  dans t o n  h i s t o i r e  
O ' e s t  en h e r o s  e f f a r o u c h e  
S ' i l  a du t a l o n  nu to u ch £
Quel que gazon  de t e r r i t o i r e
A des g l a c i e r s  a t t e n t a t o i r e  
Je  ne s a i s  l e  n a i f  peche 
Que t u  n 1 a u r a s  pas  emp§che 
De r i r e  t r e s  h a u t  s a  v i c t o i r e
Dis s i  j e  ne s u i s  p as  joyeux
T onnerre  e t  r u b i s  aux moyeux 
De v o i r  en l 1a i r  que ce  f e u  t r o u e
Avec des royaumes e p a r s  
Comme m o u r i r  p o u r p re  l a  r o u e  
Du s e u l  v e s p e r a l  de mes c h a r s .
The poem b e g i n s  w i t h  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  o f  a  p r o p o s i t i o n ,  
t h e  accom pl ishm en t  o f  w hich  seems t o  be  i n t i m a t e d ,  b u t  
t h e r e  i s  no i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  c l e a r l y  c o n f i r m s  i t .  The p o e t  
p r o p o s e s  t h a t  he become a p a r t  o f  t h e  l i f e  s t o r y  o f  h i s  
b e l o v e d . 1 But as  soon a s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  r a i s e d ,  t h e r e  
i s  a  f e a r  r e a c t i o n  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  w here ,  th r o u g h  
a n a lo g y ,  he evokes a h e r o  t e r r i f i e d  a t  t h e  moment o f  con­
q u e s t .  F ow l ie  s e e s  t h i s  a s  a  p o s s i b l e  a l l u s i o n  to  A c h i l l e s ,
o r  a t  l e a s t  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  of  t h e  Greek w ar -
2r i o r ,  im p ly in g  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  danger  i n  t h i s  c o n q u e s t .
The second  s t r o p h e  r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  h e s i ­
t a n c y  s tem s  n o t  on ly  f rom  h i s  own r e s e r v e  o r  t i m i d i t y  b u t  
a l s o  f rom  t h e  c o ld n e s s  o f  h i s  b e l o v e d .  I t  i s  a t  t h i s  
p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  am b ig u i ty  a r i s e s .  The l i n e s  may mean:
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" ' I  d o n ' t  know what ( u n d e f i n a b l e )  s i n  i t  i s /  T hat  you w o n ' t  
have  p r e v e n t e d ,  ' t h a t  i s  t o  say ,  t h e  woman was im m e d ia te ly  
i n d u l g e n t  t o  some d e s i r e  o f  t h e  p o e t ;  t h e n ,  ' I  know no s i n  
however n a i v e  ( o r  i n n o c e n t ) /  That  you w o n ' t  h av e  p r e v e n t e d ' ,  
i n  o t h e r  w ords ,  t h e  p o e t  c o m p la in s  a t  h e r  s t o p p i n g  even 
t h e  m ost  h a r m l e s s  p h y s i c a l  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  a f f e c t i o n . " ^  
W hatever  t h e  c a s e ,  however,  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  was e v i d e n t l y  
n o t  a g r a t i f y i n g  one, f o r  a s  t h e  t e r c e t s  u n m is t a k a b ly  i n ­
d i c a t e ,  t h e  n o t e  o f  t r iu m p h  e x p r e s s e d  t h e r e  i s  n o t  p r o ­
voked  by t h e  c o n q u e s t  o f  a  l a d y  b u t  r a t h e r  by a s u b l im a ­
t i o n ;  he  m ust  t u r n  ou tw ard  t o  f i n d  t r i u m p h ,  w hich  he p e r ­
c e i v e s  i n  t h e  b r i l l i a n c e  o f  a s u n s e t  g low .
The i m p l i c a t i o n  seems to  be t h a t ,  s i n c e  t h e  l a d y ' s  
c o l d n e s s  and h i s  t i m i d i t y  have  k e p t  t h e  p o e t  from e x p e r i ­
en c in g  th e  f u l l  t r iu m p h  o f  c o n q u e s t ,  he w i l l  p r o v i d e  a 
t r iu m p h  th r o u g h  th e  f o r c e  o f  h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n .  D e s i r e  was 
i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  thaw th e  f e m in in e  c o l d ,  b u t  t h e  sun w i l l  
p r e v a i l .  " L 'e c h e c  n ' e n t r a i n e  done f i n a l e m e n t  que j o i e ;  
p r o j e t e e  dans l e  c i e l ,  l a  d e f a i t e  t e r r e s t r e  s ' y  su b l im e  
en v i c t o i r e . " ^  Whatever a f f i r m a t i o n  i s  t o  be fo u n d  i n  t h e  
poem d e r i v e s  from t h e  p o e t ' s  s u b l i m a t i o n  o f  t h e  l o v e  i n ­
s t i n c t  t o  a r t .
The mood i n  "Dame s a n s  t r o p  d ' a r d e u r "  i s  q u i t e  d i f ­
f e r e n t .  The p o e t  commemorates an a n n i v e r s a r y  of  h i s  r e l a ­
t i o n s h i p  w i t h  Mery, which  i s  h e r e  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a t r a n q u i l  
a f f a i r  t h a t  h a s  even become somewhat monotonous  now.
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Dame
s a n s  t r o p  d ' a r d e u r  a l a  f o i s  enf lammant 
La r o s e  q u i  c r u e l l e  ou d e c h i r e e  e t  l a s s e  
M£me du b l a n c  h a b i t  de p o u rp re  l e  d e l a c e  
Pour  o u l r  dans  s a  c h a i r  p l e u r e r  l e  d iam ant
Oui s a n s  ce s  c r i s e s  de r o s e e  e t  g e n t im e n t  
Ni b r i s e  q u o iq u e ,  av ec ,  l e  c i e l  o rageux  p a s s e  
J a l o u s e  d ' a p p o r t e r  je  ne  s a i s  q u e l  e sp a ce  
Au s im p le  j o u r  l e  j o u r  t r e s  v r a i  du s e n t im e n t ,
Ne t e  s e m b l e - t - i l  p a s ,  d i s o n s ,  que chaque annee 
Dont s u r  t o n  f r o n t  r e n a i t  l a  gr&ce sp o n ta n ee  
S u f f i s e  s e l o n  q u e lq u e  a p p a re n c e  e t  pou r  moi
Comme un e v e n t a i l  f r a i s  dans l a  chambre s ' e t o n n e  
A r a v i v e r  du peu q u ' i l  f a u t  i c i  d 'em o i  
T ou te  n o t r e  n a t i v e  a m i t i e  monotone.
A n o th e r  y e a r  h a s  p a s s e d .  The two q u a t r a i n s  speak  
o f  what  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  n o t , h en ce  t h e  prominence 
in  e a ch  s t r o p h e  o f  th e  n e g a t i v e  " s a n s . "  The f i r s t  s t r o p h e  
c a n c e l s  o u t  e x c e s s i v e  a r d o r  which  would in f l a m e  ( i n c a r n a -  
d in e )  t h e  r o s e  (symbol o f  l o v e ,  o f  l i f e ) ,  a r o s e  w hich ,  
in  o p e n in g  up,  u n l a c e s  t h e  w h i t e  c o a t  ( s e p a l s )  w i th  p u r p l e  
to  h e a r  t h e  diamond p u r i t y  ( v i r g i n i t y )  o f  i t s  f l e s h  weep­
in g .  T h is  l a s t  v e r s e  may d e s c r i b e  " th e  dew s p a r k l i n g  in  
th e  d e e p e s t ,  t h e  most c a r n a l  d e p th s  o f  t h e  opened f l o w e r . " ^  
The s e c o n d  q u a t r a i n  c o n t i n u e s  t h e  n e g a t i o n .  The r e l a t i o n ­
s h i p  i s  w i t h o u t  t h e s e  c r i s e s  o f  p a s s i o n ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  w inds  
t h a t  sweep away s to rm  c lo u d s  ( s u g g e s t i n g  t r a n q u i l i t y  a f t e r  
a s t o r m ) ,  b u t  which  a r e  a l s o  e v e r  e a g e r  t o  push  back  t h e  
h o r i z o n s  o f  t h e i r  calm and q u i e t  t e n d e r n e s s  ( an d  t u r n  i t  
i n t o  s o m e th in g  d i f f e r e n t ,  so m e th ing  l e s s  s e r e n e ) .
H aving  d i s p o s e d  o f  t h o s e  f a c t o r s  which  a r e  n o t
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  t h e  p o e t  p ro c e e d s  t o  
d e s c r i b e  what i s ,  and  t o  draw q u i e t  p l e a s u r e  from what he 
s e e s .  The f i r s t  t e r c e t  r e c o r d s  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  each  y e a r ,  
which l e a v e s  m arks ,  h u t  b e n e v o l e n t  o n es ,  on th e  f a c e  o f  
t h e  b e l o v e d .  And t h i s  i s  enough f o r  t h e  p o e t ' s  h a p p i n e s s .  
Each new a n n i v e r s a r y  a r r i v e s ,  and  i t s  a r r i v a l  s u f f i c e s  t o  
r e v i v e ,  ou t  o f  t h e  ca lm ly  u n e m o t io n a l  a tm o sp h e re ,  t h e  
"whole monotonous ,  n a t u r a l  f r i e n d s h i p . "  T h is  sm a l l  e v e n t  
( t h e  a n n i v e r s a r y )  i s  enough " to  p rovoke  j u s t  t h e  s l i g h t  
em otion  t h a t  i s  n e e d e d " 1 t o  k e e p  t h e  s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
a l i v e .
Absence f i g u r e s  p r o m i n e n t l y  i n  t h e  two n e g a t i v e  
q u a t r a i n s ,  which  a r e  h i g h l i g h t e d  by t h e  more p o s i t i v e ,  con­
c r e t e  t e r c e t s .  Y et  even t h e s e  a r e  s o f t e n e d  by t h e  n e g a t i v e  
q u e s t i o n  which  b e g i n s  t h e  f i r s t  t e r c e t .  The p r e s e n c e  de­
s c r i b e d  i s  v i r t u a l l y  b o r d e r l i n e  011 a b s e n c e :  "du peu q u ' i l
f a u t  i c i  d ' e m o i . "  The p o n d e ro u s  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  t h e  poem 
s e r v e s  a s  a p e r f e c t  p e n d a n t  f o r  t h e  more f l a s h i n g  open ing  
l i n e  ( " a r d e u r , "  " e n f la m m a n t" ) ,  a p e n d a n t  da rk  and heavy 
w i th  n a s a l  vow els  and c o n s o n a n t s ,  n e g a t i v e  i n  to n e  and 
i d e a .  For  t h e  monotony o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a n e g a t i v e  
n o t e .  Once a g a i n  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  c o n s t r a i n e d  t o  wonder 
w h e th e r  t h e  a f f i r m a t i o n  i s  n o t  u n d u ly  q u a l i f i e d .
One must c o n c lu d e  f rom  t h e s e  works t h a t  t h e  l o v e  
e x p e r i e n c e  was n o t  e n t i r e l y  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  p r o v i d i n g  Mal­
la rm e  w i t h  a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  answ er  t o  t h e  V oid .  What he
189
g i v e s  t o  a m o u r -p a s s io n  w i th  one hand ,  so t o  s p e ak ,  he t a k e s  
away, a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r .  B u t  t h i s  i s  n o t  
th e  c a s e  when t h e  e t e r n i t y  o f  a r t  i s  i n v o l v e d .  The l i g h t  
o f  a r t i s t i c  g e n i u s  i n v a r i a b l y  s h i n e s  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s ,  f o r  
h e r e  i s  t h e  o n ly  c r e a t i v e  f o r c e  t h a t  can  s u c c e e d  i n  t r a n ­
s c e n d in g  t h e  g r a v e .
I n  l a t e  1873 M allarm e p u b l i s h e d  " T o a s t  F u n e b r e , "  a 
p i e c e  de c i r c o n s t a n c e  i n t e n d e d  to  commemorate t h e  d e a th  o f  
a p o e t  whom he g r e a t l y  a d m ire d ,  T h e o p h i l e  G a u t i e r .  " T o a s t"  
c o n t a i n s  much in  theme t h a t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  p r o s e  poem 
I g i t u r , M a l l a r m e ' s  l a s t  p r e c e d i n g  work. I t  o f f e r s  up a 
t o a s t  t o  G a u t i e r ,  a f u n e r a l  t o a s t ,  i n c o n g r u o u s  th o u g h  th e  
i d e a  may seem. I t  r e f u s e s  any p r o f e s s i o n  o f  f a i t h  i n  
G a u t i e r ' s  i m m o r t a l i t y  i n  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  s e n s e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  
a f f i r m s  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  G a u t i e r ,  i n  h i s  e n t i r e t y ,  l i e s  i n  
t h e  tomb. N o n e t h e l e s s ,  som e th ing  r e m a i n s .  G a u t i e r ,  by 
v i r t u e  o f  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  v i s u a l  and p o e t i c  g i f t s ,  h a s  con­
t r i b u t e d  i n  h i s  a r t  t o  t h e  p e r p e t u a t i o n  o f  p u re  B e a u ty .
T h is  i s  h i s  g l o r y ,  t h e  g l o r y  o f  h i s  a r t ,  and  i t  i s  e t e r n a l .  
G a u t i e r  i s  v iew ed  a s  a symbol of  th e  p o e t ' s  d e s t i n y .
The open ing  l i n e ,  "0 de n o t r e  b o n h e u r ,  t o i ,  l e  
f a t a l  embleme,"  a p o s t r o p h i z e s  G a u t i e r ,  r e c o g n i z i n g  i n  him 
t h e  symbol o f  t h o s e  p o e t s  who have f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  d e s t i n y ,  
i . e . ,  t o  a c h i e v e  a g l o r y  t h a t  w i l l  s u r v i v e  t h e  m o r t a l  man. 
R e f e r r i n g  t o  h i m s e l f  a s  commentator  on t h e  d e a t h  ( a n d  th e  
l i f e )  o f  G a u t i e r ,  Mallarme d e f i n e s  h i s  r o l e  h e r e  a s  b e i n g
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t o  " c h a n t e r  l 1ab sen ce  du p o k t e . "  T h is  i s  t h e  " f i l  co n d u c -  
t e u r "  o f  t h e  poem, a theme o f  a b s e n c e .  The p o e t  h a s  d i s a p ­
p e a r e d  b o d i l y ,  t o  be r e p l a c e d  by so m e th ing  much more l a s t ­
i n g .  T h is  so m e th in g  i s  t h e  fame t h a t  comes th r o u g h  t h e  
e x e r c i s e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s _ c r a f t :
S a l u t  de l a  demence e t  l i b a t i o n  bl&me,
Ne c r o i s  pas  q u ' a u  magique e s p o i r  du c o r r i d o r  
J ' o f f r e  ma coupe v i d e  ou s o u f f r e  un m o n s t re  d ' o r l  
Ton a p p a r i t i o n  ne  v a  p as  me s u f f i r e :
Car j e  t ' a i  m is ,  moi-m§me, en un l i e u  de p o r p h y r e .
Le r i t e  e s t  pou r  l e s  m ains  d ' e t e i n d r e  l e  f lam b e au  
C o n t r e  l e  f e r  e p a i s  des p o r t e s  du tombeau:
E t  1 1 on i g n o r e  m a l ,  e l u  pour n o t r e  f £ t e
Tr&s s im p le  de c h a n t e r  1 ' ab sence  du p o e t e ,
Que ce b e a u  monument 1 ' enferme t o u t  e n t i e r .
S i  ce  n ' e s t  que l a  g l o i r e  a r d e n t e  du m e t i e r ,
J u s q u ' a  l ' h e u r e  commune e t  v i l e  de l a  c e n d re ,
P a r  l e  c a r r e a u  q u ' a l l u m e  un s o i r  f i e r  d 'y  d e s c e n d r e ,  
R e to u r n e  v e r s  l e s  f e u x  du pur  s o l e i l  m o r t e l !
(1 1 .  2 -15)
N o th in g  r e m a in s  o f  t h e  p o e t  i n  t h i s  w o r ld ,  c e r t a i n l y .  
But t h e n ,  h a v i n g  made t h e  sweeping n e g a t i v e ,  M allarme r e ­
c o v e r s  an element.,  as  he f r e q u e n t l y  does t h r o u g h  s i m i l a r  
s t y l i s t i c  d e v i c e s ,  f rom t h a t  n e g a t i o n .  "La g l o i r e  a r d e n t e
du m e t i e r , "  i . e . ,  t h e  p o e t ' s  c r a f t ,  w i l l  r em a in  u n t i l  t im e
8 —i t s e l f  i s  o b l i t e r a t e d  i n  a p o c a ly p s e .  The p o e t ' s  g l o r y  
r a d i a t e s  ou tw ard  beyond th e  w a l l s  o f  t h e  tomb, t o  merge 
w i t h  t h e  r a y s  o f  t h e  sun ,  which i s  p ro u d  t o  descend  upon 
t h i s  v e r y  tomb a t  n i g h t f a l l ,  t h e r e b y  s i g n a l l i n g  a u n io n  o f  
t h e  p o e t ' s  fame w i th  t h e  f i r e s  o f  th e  "pu r  s o l e i l  m o r t e l , "  
th e  sun  i n  i t s  d e a th  agony .  T h is  l a s t  image,  th o u g h  f o ­
c u s in g  a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  m o r t a l i t y  o f  t h e  sun ,  i s  n o n e t h e ­
l e s s  a symbol o f  t h e  o n ly  i m m o r t a l i t y  f o r  t h e  p o e t :  t h e
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sun d i e s  o n ly  t o  be r e b o r n  w i t h  each  new day.  Thus s h a l l  
G a u t i e r  know a r e b i r t h  a f t e r  a p e r i o d  o f  w a i t i n g .
The s eco n d  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  poem r e f l e c t s  on t h e  a t t i ­
tu d e s  o f  t h e  o r d i n a r y  man to w a rd  d e a th  a s  opposed t o  t h o s e  
of  t h e  p o e t  who, r a t h e r  t h a n  a c c e p t  d e a th  w i t h  th e  b l a n ­
d ish m en ts  and  d e c e i t f u l  p l a t i t u d e s  on i m m o r t a l i t y  p r o f f e r e d  
by r e l i g i o n s ,  s t a n d s  u p r i g h t  i n  a l l  h i s  p r i d e  b e f o r e  th e  
Void .  M al la rm e  u s e s  G a u t i e r  a s  a symbol o f  such  a p o e t ,  
b u t  t h e  symbol c e r t a i n l y  em braces  M allarme h i m s e l f .  The 
d e a th  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  evoked  i n  l i n e s  which  emphasize t h i s  
n o b i l i t y :
M a g n i f iq u e ,  t o t a l  e.t s o l i t a i r e ,  t e l
T remble  de s ' e x h a l e r  l e  fame o r g u e i l  des hommes.
C e t t e  f o u l e  h a g a r d e !  e l l e  annonce:  Nous sommes
l a  t r i s t e  o p a c i t e  de n o s  s p e c t r e s  f u t u r s .
Mais l e  b l a s o n  des d e u i l s  e p a r s  s u r  de v a i n s  murs 
J ' a i  m e p r i s e  l ' h o r r e u r  l u c i d e  d 'u n e  l a rm e ,
Quand, s o u r d  m§me a mon v e r s  s a c r e  q u i  ne  l ’a la rm e  
Q u e lq u 'u n  de c e s  p a s s a n t s ,  f i . e r ,  a v e u g le  e t  muet ,
HSte de son l i n c e u l  v ag u e ,  se t r a n s m u a i t  
En l e  v i e r g e  h e r o s  de l ' a t t e n t e  posthum e.
V a s te  g o u f f r e  a p p o r t £  dans l ' a m a s  de l a  brume 
P a r  l ' i r a s c i b l e  v e n t  des mots q u ' i l  n ' a  pas  d i t s ,
Le n e a n t  a  c e t  Homme a b o l i  de j a d i s :
" S o u v e n i r s  d ' h o r i z o n s ,  q u ' e s t - c e ,  a t o i ,  que l a  T e r re ? "  
H u r le  ce songe ;  e t ,  v o ix  dont l a  c l a r t ^  s ' a l t & r e ,
L ' e s p a c e  a pou r  j o u e t  l e  c r i :  " J e  ne s a i s  p a s l "
(1 1 .  16-31)
A b r i l l i a n t  d i s p l a y  o f  th e  " c u l t e  de 1 ' absence"  
o c c u rs  i n  t h e  se co n d  h a l f  o f  t h i s  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  poem, 
where t h e  Void o f  t h e  p o e t  i n  d e a th  e n c o u n t e r s  the  Void 
beyond l i f e .  A sh im m er ing ,  q u i v e r i n g ,  r e v e r b e r a t i n g  e f ­
f e c t  i s  a c h i e v e d  on a cosm ic  s c a l e  i n  th e  l a s t  s i x  l i n e s .
The a b s e n c e  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  evoked m ost  e f f e c t i v e l y  by  th e
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image o f  t h e  " v a s t e  g o u f f r e  a p p o r t l  dans 1 1amas de l a  
b ru m e ," ;  he  i s  l i t e r a l l y  ab sen ce  t r a n s p o s e d  upon ab sen ce  
now, a g u l f  c a r r i e d  i n t o  t h e  abyss  by a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  
t h e  m o r t a l  man has  had  to  l e a v e  u n s a i d .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  
i s  t h a t  t h e  i m p o t e n c e - s t e r i l i t y  c o n c e p t  o f  M a l la rm l ,  o p e r ­
a b l e  i n  G a u t i e r  as  w e l l ,  h a s  been  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  
p o e t ' s  d e a t h .  Cohn s e e s  t h i s  i n a r t i c u l a t e n e s s  a s  a k i n d  
o f  judgm ent  o f  t h e  m o r t a l  man: "The u n s a i d  h a u n t s  him,
ju d g e s  him— t h i s  man who was a l r e a d y  dead  i n  a s e n s e ,  f o r ­
m er ly  ( ' o f  y o r e ' ) ,  t h a t  i s ,  i n  h i s  l i f e t i m e  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s
q
i n a r t i c u l a t e n e s s ."
The t h i r d  s e c t i o n  lo o k s  n o t  so much a t  G a u t i e r  t h e
m o r t a l ,  who h as  had  to  l e a v e  so many t h i n g s  u n s a i d ,  b u t
r a t h e r  a t  G a u t i e r ,  t h e  M a s te r ,  who i n  h i s  r o l e  o f  p o e t  h a s
made h i m s e l f  im m o r ta l .  T h is  s e c t i o n  i s  a  s o r t  o f  a r t
p o e t i q u e  f o r  M alla rm e .
Le M a i t r e ,  p a r  un o e i l  p ro fo n d ,  a ,  s u r  s e s  p a s ,
A p a is e  de l ' i d e n  l ' i n q u i & t e  m e r v e i l l e
Dont l e  f r i s s o n  f i n a l ,  dans s a  v o i x  s e u l e ,  e v e i l l e
Pour  l a  Rose e t  l e  Lys l e  m y s t e r e  d 'u n  nom.
E s t - i l  de ce d e s t i n  r i e n  q u i  demeure,  non?
0  v o u s  t o u s ,  o u b l i e z  une c ro y an c e  som bre .
Le s p l e n d i d e  g ^ n ie  e t e r n e l  n ' a  pas  d 'o m b re .
Moi, de v o t r e  d e s i r  s o u c ie u x ,  j e  veux  v o i r ,
A cjui s ' e v a n o u i t ,  h i e r ,  dans l e  d e v o i r  
I d e a l  que nous f o n t  l e s  j a r d i n s  de c e t  a s t r e ,
S u r v i v r e  pour  l ' h o n n e u r  du t r a n q u i l l e  d e s a s t r e
Une a g i t a t i o n  s o l e n n e l l e  p a r  1 ' a i r
Le p a r o l e s ,  p o u rp re  i v r e  e t  g ran d  c a l i c e  c l a i r ,
Que, p l u i e  e t  d iam an t ,  l e  r e g a r d  d ia p h a n e  
R e s t e  l a  s u r  ce s  f l e u r s  dont  n u l l e  ne s e  f a n e ,
I s o l e  parmi l ' h e u r e  e t  l e  r a y o n  du j o u r !
( 1 1 .  32-47)
Through h i s  keen  v i s u a l  p e r c e p t i o n ,  G a u t i e r  g i v e s
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e s s e n t i a l  “b e in g  to  t h i n g s  which  seem m e re ly  on t h e  t h r e s h ­
o l d  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  The m a rv e l s  o f  Eden ( t h e  g a rd e n  a s p e c t )  
a r e  u n q u i e t ,  a n g u i s h e d ,  and th e  p o e t  a p p e a s e s  t h e s e  a n x i e ­
t i e s  ( l e  f r i s s o n  f i n a l ) by g i v i n g  " th e  m y s t e ry  o f  a  name 
t o  t h e  Rose and t h e  L i l y . "  Here M allarm e d e f i n e s  t h e  
p o e t ' s  i m m o r t a l i t y :  s u r v i v i n g  th e  man t h e r e  i s  "une a g i ­
t a t i o n  s o l e n n e l l e  p a r  1 ' a i r /  De p a r o l e s . . . , "  t h e  t r a n s m u ­
t a t i o n s  o f  t h i n g s  t h a t  he  has  v iewed ,  t h o s e  e s s e n c e s  he 
h a s  d i s t i l l e d  and t h u s  p r o t e c t e d  from t h e  r a v a g e s  o f  t im e  
and t h e  v a g a r i e s  o f  c h a n c e .  I t  i s  t h e s e  e s s e n c e s  w hich  
w i l l  e n d u r e .  T h r e a t e n i n g  th e  e x e r c i s e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  f u n c ­
t i o n  i s  " l e  rS v e ,  ennemi de s a  c h a r g e , "  t h a t  im m o b i l i z in g ,  
p a r a l y z i n g  f a c t o r  t h a t  p l a y s  such an i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  
M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y .  Numerous c r i t i c s  s e e  t h e  dream i n  
q u e s t i o n  a s  a symbol o f  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  i n  a  s u p e r n a t u r a l  
l i f e ,  b u t  t h e r e  seems l i t t l e  r e a s o n  to  g iv e  t h i s  te rm  a 
m ean ing  o t h e r  th a n  i t s  u s u a l  one: t h a t  o f  i l l u s i o n .  The
two i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  n o t  m u tu a l ly  e x c l u s i v e ;  t h e y  
r a t h e r  complement ea ch  o t h e r .  The e x e r c i s e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  
r o l e  i s  an e n e r v a t i n g ,  consuming one, i n  w h ich  t h e  p o e t  
i s  f r e q u e n t l y  th e  v i c t i m  o f  t h e  s a c r i f i c e .  Death  may a r ­
r i v e  t o  c a n c e l  o u t  t h e  man, j u s t  a s  he m ust  e f f a c e  h i m s e l f  
b e f o r e  t h e  work o f  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n .  But t h e r e  i s  a s a l ­
v a t i o n ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  a t  t h e  same t im e :  D ea th  ( a s  w e l l
a s  t h e  l i t e r a r y  work) t r a n s f o r m s  him i n t o  an a u t h o r ;  t h e  
l i t e r a r y  l e g a c y  l e f t  by th e  man c o n s e c r a t e s  t h e  t r u e
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e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  man and makes o f  him a p o e t .  L i t e r a t u r e  
a n n i h i l a t e s ,  "but i t  r e s u s c i t a t e s  t o o . ^ ^
The f i n a l  movement o f  t h e  poem d e f i n e s  t h e  r o l e  o f  
th e  p o e t :
C ' e s t  de nos  v r a i s  b o s q u e t s  d e j a  t o u t  l e  s e j o u r ,
Ou l e  poS te  p u r  a p o u r  g e s t e  humble e t  l a r g e  
De l ' i n t e r d i r e  au  r § v e ,  ennemi de s a  c h a rg e :
A f in  que l e  m a t i n  de son  r e p o s  a l t i e r ,
Quand l a  m ort  a n c i e n n e  e t  comme p o u r  G a u t i e r  
De n ' o u v r i r  pas  l e s  yeux s a c r e s  e t  de se  t a i r e ,  
S u r g i s s e ,  de l ' a l l e e  ornem ent t r i b u t a i r e ,
Le s e p u l c r e  s o l i d e  ou g i t  t o u t  ce q u i  n u i t ,
E t  l ' a v a r e  s i l e n c e  e t  l a  m a ss iv e  n u i t .
The p o e t ' s  f u n c t i o n  ( i . e . ,  h i s  " s e j o u r "  among t h e  g ro v e s  
on e a r t h ,  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  h i s  b e i n g  h e r e )  i s  t o  p r e v e n t  h i s  
l a b o r  f rom  becoming to o  e n g r o s s e d  w i t h  t h e  Dream to  th e  
p o i n t  t h a t  he becomes s t a t i c .  The e s s e n c e s  a b s t r a c t e d  by 
t h e  p o e t  a r e  t h e  f o r c e  which  de fy  t h e  s o l i d  s e p u l c h e r ,  t h e  
g re e d y  s i l e n c e ,  t h e  m a s s iv e  n i g h t .
The theme o f  a b s e n c e ,  a  s u g g e s t i o n  o f  ab sen ce  i n  
which  a  p r e s e n c e  i s  shown e f f a c e d  or  b e i n g  e f f a c e d ,  an 
e s t h e t i c  o f  s u g g e s t i o n ,  o f  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a b s t r a c t i n g  th e  
p a r t i c u l a r — su c h  i s  t h e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  " T o a s t  f u n e b r e . "
Th is  i s  t h e  f i r s t  o f  s e v e r a l  poems w r i t t e n  by M allarme 
w i th  a commemorative f u n c t i o n .  The w e l l -know n  "Tombeau 
d 1Edgar  Poe" f o l l o w s  t h e  G a u t i e r  p i e c e  by t h r e e  y e a r s  
( 1 8 7 6 ) ,  b r e a k i n g  a l o n g  p au se  i n  p o e t r y  w r i t i n g .  Th is  
poem, a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  commemorative works ,  shows t h e  
way t h r o u g h  d e a th  t o  r e s u r r e c t i o n ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  i n s t r u m e n ­
t a l i t y  o f  a  l i t e r a r y  o r  a r t i s t i c  l e g a c y .  When Mallarme
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w r i t e s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  h i s  t r i b u t e  t o  P o e ' s  g e n i u s ,  
"Tel  q u ' e n  lui-mbme e n f i n  l ' e t e r n i t e  l e  c h a n g e , "  he  i s  
p r o v i d i n g  an e x t r e m e ly  c o n c i s e  s t a t e m e n t  o f  h i s  f u n d a m e n ta l  
and a b i d i n g  a t t i t u d e  to w ard  d e a th .  The p o e t ,  m i s u n d e r s to o d  
i n  l i f e  and f r e q u e n t l y  s c o rn e d ,  i s  removed from t h e  c o n t i n ­
g e n c i e s  o f  d a i l y  e x i s t e n c e  by d e a th ,  b u t  d e a t h  does  more.
By s e p a r a t i n g  th e  p o e t  from h i s  work, by d raw ing  t h e  l i n e  
beyond which  t h e r e  w i l l  be no f u r t h e r  work, d e a t h  t u r n s  
t h e  p o e t ' s  oeuvre  i n t o  an a b s o l u t e . ^  A f t e r  a g iv e n  pe­
r i o d  i n  w h ich  th e  man and h i s  work m ust  j e l l ,  so t o  sp e ak ,
a p e r i o d  w h ich  Mallarme r e f e r s  to  a s  " l ' a t t e n t e  p o s t -
1 2hume," t h e  s p a rk  o f  g e n i u s  c o n t a i n e d  i n  t h e  work w i l l
b e g in  t o  g low . Thus, i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  d e a t h  i s  v iew ed
m e re ly  a s  a f l u c t u a t i o n  t h a t  p ro m is e s  hope to  t h e  man o f
g e n i u s ,  a  hope o f  r e n e w a l .  T h is  poem on Poe d e a l s  n o t
on ly  w i t h  t h e  f a t e  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  p o e t ,  b u t  o f  t h e  p o e t ,
who s u f f e r s  from l a c k  o f  a c c e p t a n c e  i n  h i s  l i f e t i m e  and
can o n ly  be a p p r e c i a t e d  by f u t u r e  g e n e r a t i o n s .
Tel  q u ' e n  Lui-m§me e n f i n  l ' £ t e r n i t £  l e  change ,
Le P o S te  s u s c i t e  avec  un g l a i v e  m r
Son s i e c l e  ep o u v an te  de n ' a v o i r  pas  connu
Que l a  m or t  t r i o m p h a i t  dans c e t t e  v o i x  e t r a n g e l
Eux, comme un v i l  s u r s a u t  d 'h y d r e  o y a n t  j a d i s  1 1ange 
Donner un sen s  p l u s  pu r  aux mots^ de l a  t r i b u  
P roc lam & ren t  t r e s  h a u t  l e  s o r t i l e g e  bu 
Dans l e  f l o t  s a n s  honneur  de q u e lq u e  n o i r  m e lange .
Du s o l  e t  de l a  nue h o s t i l e s ,  b g r i e f !
S i  n o t r e  id e e  avec  ne s c u l p t e  un b a s - r e l i e f  
Dont l a  tombe de Poe e b l o u i s s a n t e  s ' o r n e ,
196
Oalme b l o c  i c i - b a s  chu d 'm i  d e s a s t r e  o b sc u r ,
Que ce  g r a n i t  du moins  m o n t r e - a  ja m a is  s a  bo rne  
Aux n o i r s  v o l s  du Blaspheme e p a r s  dans l e  f u t u r .
The r o l e  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  a c c o r d in g  to  t h e  second  qua­
t r a i n ,  i s  t o  "donner  un s e n s  p l u s  p u r  aux mots de l a  
t r i b u , " w h ich  r e c a l l s  a s t a t e m e n t  d i s c u s s e d  e a r l i e r  a b o u t  
t h e  "co m m erc ia l"  a s p e c t s  o f  l a n g u a g e :  " P a r l e r  n ' a  t r a i t
a l a  r e a l i t e  des c h o s e s  que co m m erc ia lem en t . The words 
u t t e r e d  by  t h e  t r i b e ,  t h e  crowd, a r e  t h o s e  u s e d  i n  t h e  
t r i v i a l  u n d e r t a k i n g s  o f  d a i l y  e x i s t e n c e ,  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  ap­
p l i c a t i o n s  o f  s p e e c h .  The r e a l m  o f  th e  p o e t  t r a n s c e n d s  
t h i s ,  r e a c h i n g  up t o  a  more e s s e n t i a l  p l a n e :  "En d e c l a ­
r a n t  que Poe donne un se n s  p l u s  p u r  aux mots de t o u s  l e s  
j o u r s ,  M al la rm e  v e u t  d i r e  q u ' i l  se  s e r t  de c e s  mots dans 
un b u t  p l u s  i d e a l i s t e ,  l e s  douan t  d 'u n e  v e r i t a b l e  p u i s ­
s an ce  d ' i n c a n t a t i o n .  I n  t h e  e x e r c i s e  of  h i s  f u n c t i o n ,
t h e  p o e t  e n c o u n t e r s  h o s t i l i t y ,  a h o s t i l i t y  summarized i n  
t h e  a n t i t h e s i s :  "Du s o l  e t  de l a  nue h o s t i l e s ,  & g r i e f ! "
The t r i b e  i s  t o  be e q u a t e d  w i th  " l e  s o l "  and t h e  i d e a l -  
o r i e n t e d  p o e t  w i th  " l a  n u e , "  which o f f e r s  i t s  own k i n d  of  
r e s i s t a n c e .  I t  i s  M a l l a r m e ' s  c l o s i n g  w ish  t h a t ,  i f  he 
does n o t  p r o v id e  a d a z z l i n g  l i t e r a r y  monument to  P o e ' s  
d e a th ,  t h e n  a t  l e a s t  t h i s  tom bs tone  on th e  g rav e  o f  Poe 
s h o u ld  s e r v e  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  t o  d e t e r  h i s  d e t r a c t o r s  from 
b la s p h e m y .
I n  "Le Tombeau de C h a r l e s  B a u d e l a i r e , "  p u b l i s h e d  i n  
1893 > M alla rm e d e p i c t s  t h e  work of  t h e  dead p o e t  i n
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sym bolic  t e r m s — an i d o l  o f  t h e  god Anubis ,  dug up from some 
b u r i e d  t e m p le ,  a melange now o f  mud and  r u b i e s .  The image 
c a p t u r e s  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  B a u d e l a i r e ' s  m o ra l  p re o c c u p a ­
t i o n  and h i s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  e v i l ,  w i t h  b e a u t y  and w i th  
s i n .  The second  image u s e d  t o  evoke t h e  work i s  t h a t  o f  
a p r o s t i t u t e ,  a f i g u r e  u s e d  r e c u r r e n t l y  i n  B a u d e l a i r e ' s  
p o e t r y ,  d e p i c t e d  h e r e  as  s h i f t i n g  w i t h  th e  f l i c k e r i n g  o f  
t h e  gas lamp n e a r  w hich  s h e  s t a n d s .  She i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a 
much w o r t h i e r  monument, a s  she l e a n s ,  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  im a g i ­
n a t i o n ,  a g a i n s t  th e  to m b s to n e  over  B a u d e l a i r e ' s  g r a v e ,  
th a n  th e  f u n e r a l  w re a th  o r  l a u r e l  crown which  may be p l a c e d  
t h e r e  by f r i e n d s  or  a d m i r e r s .  I n  t h e  f i n a l  t e r c e t  t h e  
p r o s t i t u t e  f a d e s  m o m e n ta r i ly  f rom  v iew  u n d e r  t h e  f l i c k e r ­
in g  l i g h t  t o  f u s e  w i t h  t h e  v e r y  shade  o f  B a u d e l a i r e  him­
s e l f .  She i s  te rm ed  a " t u t e l a r y  p o i s o n , "  t h e  image en­
com pass ing  b o th  t h e  p r o s t i t u t e  and t h e  p o e t ' s  w orks .  She 
i s  t u t e l a r y  i n  t h a t  she  i s  w a tc h in g  o v e r  t h e  tomb, and 
p o iso n  by h e r  p r o f e s s i o n .  The work i s  t u t e l a r y  i n  what 
i t  r e f l e c t s  abou t  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  good and  p o i s o n o u s  i n  i t s  
r e f l e c t i o n  o f  e v i l .  Les F l e u r s  du mal a r e  f l o w e r s  t o  be 
i n h a l e d  even  i f  t h e y  s h o u ld  mean t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  p e r s o n  
b r e a t h i n g  i n  t h e i r  e s s e n c e .
Le tem ple  e n s e v e l i  d iv u lg u e  p a r  l a  bouche 
S ^ p u l c r a l e  d ' e g o u t  b a v a n t  boue e t  r u b i s  
Abominablement q u e lq u e  i d o l e  Anubis 
T ou t  l e  museau f lam be  comme un a b o i  f a r o u c h e
Ou que l e  gaz r e c e n t  t o r d e  l a  meche lo u c h e  
E ssu y eu se  on l e  s a i t  des  o p p r o b re s  s u b i s
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I I  a l lu m e  h a g a r d  uii im m orte l  p u b i s  
Dont l e  v o l  s e l o n  l e  r e v e r b k r e  decouche
Quel f e u i l l a g e  sech e  dans l e s  c i t e s  s a n s  s o i r  
V o t i f  p o u r r a  b e n i r  comrae e l l e  se  r a s s e o i r  
O on tre  l e  m arb re  v a in em e n t  de B a u d e l a i r e
Au v o i l e  q u i  l a  c e i n t  a b s e n te  avec f r i s s o n s  
C e l l e  son  Ombre m§me un p o i s o n  t u t d l a i r e  
T o u jo u r s  a r e s p i r e r  s i  nous en p ^ r i s s o n s .
T h is  poem d e m o n s t r a t e s  a p a t t e r n  o f  b u r i a l  and  r e -
emergence a l r e a d y  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  "T o a s t  f u n k b r e , "  whereby
from t h e  b u r i e d  tem p le  t h e r e  i s s u e s  an id o l - s y m b o l  t h a t
e x p r e s s e s  t h e  d u a l i t y  o f  B a u d e l a i r e ' s  p o e t r y ,  t h e r e b y  s y n -  
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t h e s i z i n g  i t .  ^ The emergence f a c t o r  i s  s t r o n g l y  h e i g h t ­
ened  by t h e  im agery  o f  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  s t r o p h e s ,  i n  which  
f i r e ,  movement and shade  ( s p i r i t )  a r e  em phas ized .  The 
poem c l o s e s  w i t h  t h e  image o f  a r e a d e r  b r e a t h i n g  i n  t h e  
e s s e n c e  o f  t h e s e  f l o w e r s  o f  e v i l ,  w hich ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  d e a th  
o f  t h e  p o e t ,  r e t a i n  a l l  o f  t h e i r  v i t a l  ( a n d  m o r t a l )  f o r c e .
In  "Hommage," w r i t t e n  i n  I 8 8 5  t o  commemorate t h e  
l i f e  o f  R i c h a r d  Wagner, t h e  i n i t i a l  movement o f  s i n k i n g ,  
o f  b u r i a l ,  r e c e i v e s  t h e  f u l l  em phasis  o f  b o t h  q u a t r a i n s :
Le s i l e n c e  d e j a  f u n e b r e  d 'u n e  m o ire  
D isp o se  p l u s  q u 'u n  p l i  s e u l  s u r  l e  m o b i l i e r  
Que d o i t  un t a s s e m e n t  du p r i n c i p a l  p i l i e r  
P r e c i p i t e r  avec l e  manque de memoire.
N o t re  s i  v i e i l  e b a t  t r i o m p h a l  du g r i m o i r e ,  
H ie r o g ly p h e s  d on t  s ' e x a l t e  l e  m i l l i e r  
A p r o p a g e r  de l ' a i l e  un f r i s s o n  f a m i l i e r l  
E n f o u i s s e z - l e - m o i  p l u t& t  dans une a r m o i r e .
The f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  evokes  th e  n e g a t i v e  a s p e c t s  o f  d e a t h —
" s i l e n c e  f u n e b r e , "  " l e  manque de m e m o ire ," — a t  th e  same
t im e  t h a t  i t  s t r e s s e s  downward movement— "un t a s s e m e n t  du
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p r i n c i p a l  p i l i e r . "  The v a g u e l y  d e f i n e d  image seems t o  be 
t h a t  o f  an e d i f i c e .  Cohn f e e l s  i t  evokes  t h e  co n tem p o ra ry  
t h e a t e r ,  w h i le  D av ies  i n t e r p r e t s  i t  a s  a  symbol o f  t h e  
tem ple  o f  W agner 's  a r t . ^  Thibaudet^® and  M a u ro n ^  b o t h  
see  t h i s  as  a r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  drama o f  t h e  p e r i o d ,  con­
s i d e r e d  by M al la rm l  t o  be i n  a s t a t e  o f  d e c a y .  Of t h e  nu­
merous a rgum en ts  g iv e n  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  v ie w s ,  
th o s e  o f  D av ies  seem th e  most  c o h e r e n t  and  s a t i s f y i n g .
They make o f  Wagner t h e  "main p i l l a r "  i n  t h e  tem ple  o f  h i s  
a r t ,  a p i l l a r  which s e t t l e s  down i n t o  t h e  e a r t h  and i n  so 
do ing ,  p u l l s  a s i d e  t h e  b l a c k  m ourning  c l o t h  ( " m o i r e " )  o f  
s i l e n c e  and  o b l i v i o n  t h a t  have  f o l l o w e d  t h e  d e a th  o f  t h e  
p o e t .  U n d e r ly in g  t h i s  image i s  t h e  i d e a  o f  " l ' a t t e n t e  
p o s th u m e ,"  t h a t  p e r i o d  d u r in g  which  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  r e p u t a ­
t i o n  s o l i d i f i e s  and h i s  s t a r  r i s e s .
The " som eth ing  more t h a n  a s i n g l e  f o l d "  m e n t io n e d
20i n  t h e  f i r s t  q u a t r a i n  i s  t h o u g h t  by D a v ie s  and Chisholm 
t o  be a  Wagnerian  s c o r e ,  i n t e r r u p t e d  by t h e  d e a th  o f  t h e  
m u s i c i a n .  T h is  s c o re  p r o v i d e s  t h e  r e a l  s u b j e c t  of  t h e  
second  q u a t r a i n .  L ik e  t h e  p o e t ' s  work ,  i t  i s  a m a n i f e s t a ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  c r e a t i v e  u rg e  and  s t r u g g l e ,  and must 
n o t  r e m a in  exposed  t o  p u b l i c  v ie w .  M al la rm e  a s k s  t h a t  i t  
be b u r i e d  t o o .  The t e r c e t s  t e l l  us  why:
Du s o u r i a n t  f r a c a s  o r i g i n e l  h a i
E n t r e  e l l e s  de c l a r t e s  m a l t r e s s e s  a  j a i l l i
Ju sq u e  v e r s  un p a r v i s  ne pou r  l e u r  s i m u l a c r e ,
T ro m p e t te s  t o u t  h a u t  d ' o r  p&me s u r  l e s  v e l i n s ,
Le d i e u  R ic h a rd  Wagner i r r a d i a n t  un s a c r e  
Mai t u  p a r  l ' e n c r e  mime en s a n g l o t s  s i b y l l i n s .
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Prom t h e  o r i g i n a l  b l a c k  n o t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  s c o r e  (w hich  a r e  
h a t e d  by t h e  b l a n k  s p a c e s  t h a t  rem ain  on th e  f o r m e r l y  
w h i t e ,  i . e . ,  p u r e ,  s h e e t  o f  p a p e r ) ,  t h e r e  emerges t h e  
b l a r e  o f  g o ld e n  t r u m p e t s ,  c o n s e c r a t i n g  t h e  g o d - a r t i s t  
R i c h a r d  Wagner, whose a r t  h a s  such  power t h a t  t h e  n o t a ­
t i o n s  i n  i n k  ca n n o t  h o l d  back  th e  s o u n d s .  The a r t i s t  i s  
t h e r e b y  c o n s e c r a t e d  by h i s  work. Prom an i n i t i a l  movement 
o f  s e t t l i n g ,  o f  s i n k i n g  i n t o  t h e  e a r t h ,  t h e r e  o c c u r s  a 
t r i u m p h a l  r e - e m e r g e n c e ,  a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  t h e  g e n iu s  o f  t h e  
a r t i s t .  Prom t h e  d a r k n e s s  and s i l e n c e  o f  t h e  open ing  
l i n e s ,  t h e  poem h as  e v o lv e d  tow ard  b r i l l i a n c e  b o th  v i s u a l  
and a u d i t o r y .  The g o ld e n  t r u m p e t s  which  r e s o u n d  th r o u g h  
t h e i r  m u s i c a l  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  p r o c la im  a god " i r r a d i a n t  un 
s a c r e , "  l i g h t i n g  up and r a d i a t i n g  h i s  c o n s e c r a t i o n ,  h i s  
a n o i n tm e n t ,  t h r o u g h  h i s  a r t .
A n o th e r  "Tombeau," w r i t t e n  i n  t r i b u t e  t o  V e r l a i n e  
i n  1 8 9 7  011 t h e  o c c a s i o n  o f  t h e  f i r s t  a n n i v e r s a r y  o f  h i s  
d e a th ,  i s  c o m p l e t e ly  a n t i p o d a l  to  t h e  Wagner t r i b u t e  i n  
t im b re  and  i n  t e x t u r e .  The b r i l l i a n c e  and f o r c e  o f  v i s u a l  
and a u d i t o r y  im agery  d i s a p p e a r ,  b u t ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  s t y l i s ­
t i c  t r e a t m e n t  d i f f e r s ,  t h i s  i s  n o t  t h e  c a s e  a s  c o n c e rn s  
theme.  Once a g a i n ,  Mallarme em phas izes  t h e  emergence o f  
t h e  p o e t ' s  g e n i u s  a f t e r  d e a th ,  a s  s y m b o l iz e d  by t h e  awaken­
in g  o f  a s t a r .  The poem b e g i n s  on a  d a rk ,  c o l d  n o t e ,  
ev o k in g  a c em e te ry  scene  o f  t h a t  c o l d  J a n u a r y  of  1897:
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Le n o i r  r o c  c o u r r o u c e  que l a  b i s e  l e  r o u l e  
Ne s ' a r r & t e r a  n i  sous  de p i e u s e s  m ains  
T& tant  s a  r e s s e m b l a n c e  avec l e s  maux humains 
Comme pou r  en b e n i r  q u e lq u e  f u n e s t e  moule .
I c i  p r e s q u e  t o u j o u r s  s i  l e  r a m i e r  r o u c o u le  
Get i m m a t e r i e l  d e u i l  opprime de m a in t s  
N u b i l e s  p l i s  l ' a s t r e  mOri des l e n d e m a in s  
Dont un s c i n t i l l e m e n t  a r g e n t e r a  l a  f o u l e .
Qui c h e r c h e ,  p a r c o u r a n t  l e  s o l i t a i r e  bond 
T a n t b t  e x t d r i e u r  de n o t r e  vagabond—
V e r l a i n e ?  I I  e s t  c a ch e  parm i l ' h e r b e ,  V e r l a i n e
A ne  s u r p r e n d r e  que n a lv em e n t  d ' a c c o r d  
La l e v r e  sa n s  y b o i r e  ou t a r i r  son  h a l e i n e  
Un peu  p r o fo n d  r u i s s e a u  ca lom ni£  l a  m o r t .
The b l a c k  r o c k  o f  t h e  o p en in g  l i n e  i s  a p p a r e n t l y  th e  g r a v e ­
s t o n e  o f  V e r l a i n e ,  and by e x t e n s i o n ,  V e r l a i n e  h i m s e l f .
T h is  s t r o p h e - t r a n s l a t e s  t h e  an g e r  ( o f  t h e  g r a v e s t o n e  and 
o f  V e r l a i n e )  t h a t  t h e  n o r t h - w i n d  c a u s e s  a t  t h i s  t im e of 
y e a r ,  011 t h e  a n n i v e r s a r y  o f  h i s  d e a t h  when p e o p le  w i l l  
come t o  v i s i t  h i s  g r a v e  and "p in  him down w i t h  m is g u id ed  
p i e t y  (n a r ro w  p h i l i s t i n e  e t h i c s  and i n s u f f i c i e n t  u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g )  , a s  a ty p e  o f  human p a t h o l o g y ,  f a i l i n g  to  g r a s p
21t h e  e x c e p t i o n a l  n a t u r e  o f  V e r l a i n e ' s  g e n i u s . "  The s e c ­
ond q u a t r a i n  i n t r o d u c e s  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  e l e m e n t ,  t h e  
t u r t l e - d o v e s ,  which i n  t h e i r  p l a i n t i v e  c a l l  e x p r e s s  a  much 
more v a l i d  k i n d  o f  g r i e f .  T h e i r  so r ro w  i s  s a i d  to  w e ig h t  
down w i t h  many " m a r r i a g e a b l e  f o l d s "  t h e  p o e t ' s  s t a r  of 
fame, which  w i l l  r i s e  o n ly  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  The f o l d  i s  a 
symbol o f  e m p t in e s s ,  b u t  h e r e  t h e  f o l d s  a r e  " n u b i l e , "  t h a t  
i s ,  h o l d i n g  f o r t h  a  p ro m ise  o f  f r u i t i o n .  Hence, h i s  fame 
i s  n o t  y e t ,  b u t  when t h e  s t a r  r i s e s ,  i t  w i l l  sh ed  s i l v e r
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upon t h e  crowd. How u n l i k e  th e  g o ld e n  t r u m p e t s '  b l a r e  o f  
t h e  "Hommage a  Wagner."
The t e r c e t s  r e v e a l  a V e r l a i n e  a t  p e a c e  i n  d e a th ,  a t
one w i t h  d e a t h ,  h i d i n g  i n  t h e  g r e e n  g r a s s  ( s u g g e s t e d  by t h e
p o e t ' s  nam e) ,  w a i t i n g  to  s p r i n g  i n t o  t h e  s h a l l o w  s t r e a m
c a l l e d  d e a t h ,  i n  which he w i l l  n e i t h e r  d r i n k  ( t h e  w a t e r s
o f  o b l i v i o n  w i l l  t h e r e f o r e  l e a v e  no mark 011 him) n o r  w a s te
h i s  b r e a t h  ( t h e  r i v e r  i s  s h a l lo w  enough t o  f o r d ,  hence  n o t
22such  a  f e a r so m e  c r o s s i n g ) .
The main  i d e a  o f  t h e  s o n n e t  i s  t h a t  V e r l a i n e  has  
c r o s s e d  v e r y  e a s i l y  i n t o  t h e  r e a lm  o f  d e a t h ,  and  t h a t  h i s  
g e n i u s  a s s u r e s  him o f  an i m m o r t a l i t y  t h a t  w i l l  n o t  be l o n g  
i n  a s s e r t i n g  i t s e l f .  Here a g a in ,  t h e r e  i s  p a s s a g e  from 
d a r k n e s s  t o  l i g h t ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e r e  i s  n o t  t h e  same em phasis  
011 v e r t i c a l i t y  t h a t  was found  i n  t h e  o t h e r  commemorative 
poems. V e r l a i n e  r e m a in s  h id d e n  i n  t h e  g r a s s ,  however,  and 
n o t  b u r i e d  i n  th e  dark  c o n f i n e s  o f  t h e  e a r t h .
"Hommage a P u v i s  de Chavannes" ( 1 8 9 5 ) ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t
r e a l l y  a commentary on p o e t i c  g e n i u s  a s  d e f i n e d  by d e a th ,
i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  i t s  c l e a r  s t a t e m e n t  a s  r e g a r d s  t h e  r o l e
o f  t h e  p o e t .  Mallarme i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  h e r e  i s  a n  a r t i s t
who i s  ah e a d  o f  h i s  t im e ,  one who i s  n o t  a p p r e c i a t e d  by
h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .
Toute A urore  m§me gourde  
A c r i s p e r  un p o ing  o b sc u r  
C on tre  des c l a i r o n s  d ' a z u r  
Embouches p a r  c e t t e  s o u rd e
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A l e  p& tre  avec  l a  gourde  
J o i n t  au  b a t o n  f r a p p a n t  dur 
Le lo n g  de son pas f u t u r  
Tant  que l a  s o u r c e  ample s o u rd e
P a r  av an ce  a i n s i  t u  v i s  
0 s o l i t a i r e  P u v is  
Le Chav aim es
ja m a is  s e u l
De c o n d u i r e  l e  temps b o i r e  
A l a  nymphe sa n s  l i n c e u l  
Qui l u i  deco u v re  t a  G l o i r e .
Every  dawn h as  i t s  s h e p h e r d  who goes o u t  t o  seek  t h e  s p r i n g
i n  o r d e r  t o  w a te r  h i s  f l o c k .  And such  a man i s  P u v i s  de
C havannes ,  a l t h o u g h  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  dawn seems e s p e c i a l l y
r e l u c t a n t  t o  h e r a l d  t h e  coming o f  t h e  new day .  The a r t i s t
i s  s i m i l a r l y  a sh e p h e rd  who goes  ou t  b e f o r e  h i s  f l o c k ,  t o
p r o v i d e  f o r  them, t o  l e a d  them to  t h a t  s o u r c e  which  i s
23" t h e  im m o r ta l  muse, s o u r c e  o f  a r t . "
I n  l o o k i n g  b ack  a t  th e  sequence  o f  poems e n t i t l e d  
Hommages e t  Tombeaux, one f i n d s  a c o n s i s t e n t  a t t i t u d e  t o ­
ward b o t h  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  p o e t - a r t i s t  and th e  r o l e  o f  
d e a t h  i n  t h e  accom pl ishm en ts  o f  t h i s  f i g u r e .  He i s  a  man 
a p a r t ,  a g o n i z e d  and f r e q u e n t l y  m i s u n d e r s to o d ,  whose sp e ­
c i a l  f u n c t i o n  i s  t o  "donne r  un s e n s  p l u s  p u r  aux m ots  de 
l a  t r i b u "  o r  a g a in  t o  " . . . c o n d u i r e  l e  temps b o i r e  a  l a  
nymphe s a n s  l i n c e u l . "  D ea th  i s  an i n e v i t a b l e  f i n a l  s t e p  
t o  g l o r y  i n  t h a t  i t  c o m p le te s  t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  and 
a b s t r a c t s  him from t h e  h a r d s h i p s  o f  l i f e ,  a f t e r  which ,  
g iv e n  a s u f f i c i e n t  p e r i o d  o f  t im e ,  he comes i n t o  h i s  own. 
The p o e t - a r t i s t ,  by v i r t u e  o f  h i s  g e n i u s ,  h a s  t h e
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p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t r i u m p h i n g  o v e r  t h e  Void which  t h r e a t e n s  a t  
a l l  t i m e s .  To a c c e p t  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  to  t r a n s f i g u r e  d e a th  
i n t o  i m m o r t a l i t y  i s  a  g r e a t  u n d e r t a k i n g ,  c e r t a i n l y ,  one 
which t h e  p o e t - a r t i s t  w i l l  s u f f e r  f o r .  But  t h i s  was a 
p r i c e  which  Mallarme was w i l l i n g  t o  pay .  A l th o u g h  th e  
t h r e a t  o f  t h e  Void r e m a i n s  w i t h  M allarme u n t i l  t h e  end o f  
h i s  l i f e ,  t h e  poems i n  t h i s  s e r i e s  r e f l e c t  a c o n s i s t e n t l y  
o p t i m i s t i c  v iew  c o n c e r n i n g  th e  g e n iu s  o f  a l u m i n a r y .
The commemorative poems pay t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  g e n iu s  
of  g r e a t  a r t i s t s  who hav e  met d e a th  ( w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  o f  
P uv is  de Chavannes,  who was s t i l l  a l i v e  a t  t h e  t im e  Mal­
larme ’ s t r i b u t e  t o  him was composed).  But a s  r e g a r d s  h i s  
own g e n i u s ,  M allarme seems l e s s  c e r t a i n ,  l e s s  a f f i r m a t i v e .  
In  t h e  two works r e m a i n i n g  t o  be c o n s i d e r e d  ( " P r o s e  pour  
Des E s s e i n t e s "  and Un Ooup de d e s ) ,  he r e v e a l s  a  l i n g e r i n g  
doubt a s  t o  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  h i s  own o e u v r e . Un­
l i k e  t h e  g r e a t  p o e t s  whom he h a s  c e l e b r a t e d  i n  h i s  v e r s e ,  
he i s  s t i l l  c a u g h t  up i n  t h e  c o n t i n g e n c i e s  o f  l i f e ,  sub­
j e c t  to  t h e  f l u c t u a t i o n s  o f  chance ,  and m ust  t h e r e f o r e  be 
c o n s t a n t l y  011 g u a r d .  T h i s  i s  t h e  i d e a  e x p r e s s e d  in  "P ro se  
pour Des E s s e i n t e s "  ( I 8 8 4 ) ,  a f i f t y - s i x - l i n e  poem which 
rem a in s  one o f  t h e  m os t  h e r m e t i c  o f  h i s  w orks .  I t  i s  gen­
e r a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  an a r t  p o e t i q u e , a l t h o u g h  a s  r e g a r d s  t h e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  d e t a i l ,  t h e r e  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  t h e  w i d e s t  
d iv e rg e n c y  o f  v iew s  among c r i t i c s .  The s u b s t a n c e  o f  th e  
work seems t o  be drawn from  t h e  c r i s i s  y e a r s  s p e n t  i n
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Tournon and Besaneon .  Mauron f e e l s  t h a t  t h e  s t o r y  r e l a t e d  
i n  " P ro s e "  i s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  r e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  Abso­
l u t e ,  o f  t h e  t r i u m p h a l  a s c e n t  t h r o u g h  " h y p e rb o le "  t o  t h e  
A b s o lu te  o n ly  t o  r e t u r n  t o  p a t i e n t  t o i l — i n  e f f e c t ,  "a  
f l i g h t  f rom madness ,  and c o n v e r s io n  t o  l i f e ,  which  s e p a ­
r a t e s  t h e  B e san 9 on m e ta p h y s i c s  from t h e  c o n v a le s c e n c e  o f
2AA vig n o n ."  Cohn s e e s  t h i s  work as  an  e f f o r t  t o  e x p l a i n
t o  an a d m i r e r  (Des E s s e i n t e s ,  th e  h e r o  o f  Huysmans1 A Re-
b o u r s )  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c r i s i s  he h ad  u n d ergone  i n  t h e
l a t t e r  h a l f  o f  t h e  l 8 6 0 ' s  and a l s o  why h i s  "Grand Oeuvre"
25was n o t  b e i n g  w r i t t e n .
The t i t l e  i t s e l f  i s  ambiguous i n s o f a r  as  i t  u s e s  
t h e  word P ro s e  to  d e s i g n a t e  a work i n  v e r s e  1 T h is  may be 
a  r e f e r e n c e  to  " p r o s e s  c h r e t i e n n e s , " t h e  L a t i n  hymns o f  
t h e  B y z a n t i n e  p e r i o d ,  composed o f  v e r s e s  w i t h o u t  m e te r ,  
b u t  rhymed. Cohn a l s o  v iew s  t h i s  word as  "an o b l i q u e  r e f ­
e r e n c e  to  M a l l a r m e 's  h ig h  i d e a l .  The t i t l e  P r o s e . . .w ould  
p o i n t  i r o n i c a l l y  and m o d e s t ly  to  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  w r i t e  a 
Poem (we n o t e  t h a t  t h e  a t t e m p t  a t  h i s  g r e a t  Work, t h e  Coup 
de_d£s ,  i s  p ro u d ly  e n t i t l e d  'P o e m e . ' ) "  Pow lie  s p e c u ­
l a t e s  a s  t o  a n o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  p o s s i b i l i t y :  " I f  t h e  word
b e a r s  i t s  cu s tom ary  and b a n a l  m eaning,  i t  m ig h t  s i g n i f y  
t h a t  what  would be p o e t r y  and t h e r e f o r e  h e r m e t i c  communi­
c a t i o n  to  t h e  o r d i n a r y  r e a d e r ,  i s  f o r  des E s s e i n t e s  t r a i n e d
27i n  m y s t e r i e s  and symbolism, l u c i d  and p r o s e - l i k e . "  But 
Pow lie  f e e l s  i t  more l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  had  t h e
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e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  u se  o f  t h e  word i n  mind: "As t h e  L a t i n  of
t h e  Ohurch P r o s e s  i s  c o m p re h e n s ib l e  on ly  t o  p r i e s t s  and
t h e  i n i t i a t e d ,  so t h e  P ro s e  o f  M allarme i s  a p p reh e n d ed  by
t h e  l i n e a g e  o f  des E s s e i n t e s ,  t h o s e  r e a d e r s  who p o s s e s s
p a t i e n c e  and  s c i e n c e ,  who u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  p o e t r y  i s  a  k i n d
28o f  l i t u r g i c a l  m y s t e r y . "
The open ing  word o f  t h e  p i e c e ,  " H y p e r b o le , "  h a s  s i ­
m i l a r l y  g i v e n  r i s e  t o  v a r i o u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  a  h i g h l y  
t e n a b l e  one b e i n g  o f f e r e d  by Mme N o u le t  and  p a r t i a l l y  con­
c u r r e d  i n  by o t h e r s .  E t y m o l o g i c a l l y , t h e  word means 
" j e t e r  au d e l a , "  b u t  i n  i t s  t e c h n i c a l  and  r h e t o r i c a l  s e n s e ,
PQi t  means " im ages  s u p e r i e u r e s  a  l a  r e a l i t y , "  v images which 
M a l la rm l  c r e a t e s  by t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o c e s s  c a l l e d  h y p e r ­
b o l e .  T h is  word, a p p e a r i n g  t h u s  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  
poem, f o l l o w e d  by an e x c l a m a t i o n  mark ,  i s  v ie w ed  as  a com­
mand f o r  t h e  poem t o  "B el"  The n a r r a t i v e  p r o p e r  b e g i n s  
o n ly  i n  t h e  t h i r d  s t r o p h e ,  t h e  f i r s t  two s e r v i n g  as  a  p r e ­
l u d e  t o  t h e  n a r r a t i o n  and b e i n g  s e p a r a t e d  f rom th e  r e m a in ­
d er  o f  t h e  poem, i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  v e r s i o n ,  by a dash .
T h is  v iew  o f  " h y p e r b o le "  a s  a t r a n s c e n d a n c e ,  a  
" p a s s i n g  b e y o n d ,"  i s  a c c e p t e d  by R i c h a r d ,  b u t  i n  a d i f f e r ­
e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e .  He f e e l s  i t  i s  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  im­
m e d ia t e  upward  t h r u s t  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  w h ich  l e a d s  to  t h e  
r a p i d  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  a  work .  Thus " h y p e rb o le "  would con­
t r a s t  w i t h  t h e  more s t u d i e d  a p p ro a c h  t o  a r t ,  which he r e ­
f e r s  t o  i n  t e rm s  o f  " p a t i e n c e "  and " s c i e n c e , "  b o th  t o  be
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a s s o c i a t e d  with, " c o n s c ie n c e "  and  p r o c e e d in g  th r o u g h  o r d e r l y ,  
w e l l - d e t e r m i n e d  c h a n n e l s  u n t i l  i t  h a s  a t t a i n e d  ( a n d  con­
t a i n e d )  a c a r e f u l  v iew  o f  the  w o r ld .
P o e t i c  v i s i o n  may hecome too  l a r g e ,  t h r e a t e n i n g  t o  
d e s t r o y  th e  mind o f  t h e  p o e t  i f  i t  i s  n o t  p r o p e r l y  con­
t a i n e d .  I t  i s .  t h i s  co n ta in m e n t  t h a t  i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  p r e ­
o c c u p a t i o n  o f  t h e  poem. C onta inm en t  comes t h r o u g h  pa­
t i e n c e ,  t h e  q u a l i t y  which  Mme N o u le t  i d e n t i f i e s  a s  t h e  
" s i s t e r "  m e n t io n e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  S c ie n c e  i s  l i n k e d  
w i th  p a t i e n c e  in  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  c r a f t ,  a l l o w ­
in g  him u l t i m a t e l y  t o  a c h ie v e  a  n o t i o n  o f  e s s e n t i a l  B e a u ty .
. Thus th e  s t a g e  i s  s e t  f o r  a f a b u l o u s  voyage which
t a k e s  p l a c e  i n  t h e  r e m a in d e r  o f  t h e  poem, a jo u r n e y  to  an
i s l a n d  w i t h  a " s i s t e r , "  where f l o w e r s  become g r e a t l y  mag­
n i f i e d  and where t h e  p o e t  becomes e x a l t e d  a t  t h e  s i g h t  o f  
t h e s e  " h y p e r b o l i c a l "  f l o w e r s  r i s i n g  up t o  f i l f i l l  h i s  n e e d ,  
t o  a c c o m p l i s h  h i s  p o e t i c  d u ty .
Oui, dans une l i e  que 1 ' a i r  c h a rg e
De vue e t  non de v i s i o n s
Toute f l e u r  s ' e t a l a i t  p l u s  l a r g e  
Sans que nous en d e v i s i o n s .
T e l l e s ,  immenses, que chacune
O rd in a i r e m e n t  s e  p a r a
D'un l u c i d e  c o n t o u r ,  l a c u n e ,
Qui des j a r d i n s  l a  s e p a r a .
G-loire du lo n g  d e s i r ,  I  dees  
Tout en moi s ' e x a l t a i t  de v o i r  
La f a m i l l e  des i r i d e e s  
S u r g i r  a ce nouveau  d e v o i r . . .
( 1 1 . 21- 32 )
By c o n t r a s t  w i th  t h e  e x h i l a r a t e d  p o e t ,  t h e  s i s t e r  s im p ly
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s m i l e s ,  and,  a s  th ough  h e e d in g  h e r ,  t h e  p o e t  e x e r c i s e s  w hat  
he t e rm s  h i s  " a n t i q u e  s o i n , " h i s  co n ce rn  t h a t  d a t e s  from 
o ld e n  t i m e s .  He p r o c l a im s  t h a t  a t  t h i s  moment i n  which  
th e y  f e l l  s i l e n t  ( i . e . ,  he and h i s  s i s t e r ) ,  t h e  f l o w e r s  
were g rowing  to o  g r e a t  f o r  t h e i r  r e a s o n ,  f o r  t h e i r  minds 
t o  comprehend:
Oh! s a ch e  1 ' E s p r i t  de l i t i g e ,
A c e t t e  h e u re  ou nous nous  t a i s o n s ,
Que de l i s  m u l t i p l e s  l a  t i g e  
G r a n d i s s a i t  t r o p  pour nos  r a i s o n s
(1 1 .  37-40)
I t  i s  t h i s  o v e r - e n l a r g e m e n t  which b r i n g s  t h e i r  s i l e n c e .
I t  i s  n o t ,  t h e  p o e t  c o n t e n d s ,  b e c a u se  t h i s  f a b u l o u s - i s l a n d  
c o u n t r y  d id  n o t  e x i s t ,  as  h i s  d e t r a c t o r s  c o n te n d ,  a s s e r t ­
in g  t h a t  l i f e  and N a tu re  s h o u ld  have b een  p ro d u c in g  p o e t i c  
f r u i t  w i t h i n  t h e  p o e t  a l l  a l o n g .  The c h i l d - s i s t e r  abandons  
h e r  e c s t a s y ,  and say s  t o  t h e  p o e t :  " A n a s ta se !  — " S ta n d
u p !"  b e f o r e  t h e  tomb can r e j o i c e  a t  b e a r i n g  t h e  name P u l -  
c h e r i a ,  a  tomb h id d e n  by t h e  m a g n i f i e d  " t r o p  g r a n d  g l a i e u l . "
1 ' e n f a n t  a b d iq u e  son e x t a s e  
E t  d o c te  d £ j a  p a r  chem ins ,
E l l e  d i t  l e  mot: A n a s ta s e
Ne pour  d ' ^ t e r n e l s  p a rc h e m in s ,
Avant q u 'u n  s e p u l c r e  ne r i e  
Sous aucun  c l i m a t ,  son a l e u l ,  
l e  p o r t e r  ce  nom: P u l c h ^ r i e !
Cache p a r  l e  t r o p  g ra n d  g l a l e u l .
( 1 1 .  49-56)
Such a r e  t h e  main l i n e s  of  t h e  a l l e g o r y .  I t  s c a r c e ­
l y  r e q u i r e s  m e n t io n  t h a t  such  an a b s t r a c t  a l l e g o r y  l e n d s  
i t s e l f  t o  many i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  The s i s t e r  e lem en t  h a s  
been  p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i s c u s s e d .  Madame N o u le t  seems t o  have
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o f f e r e d  t h e  f i r s t  s a t i s f a c t o r y  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  e n i g ­
ma by s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  p a t i e n c e .  O ther  more 
r e c e n t  c r i t i c s ,  e . g . ,  R i c h a r d  and Cohn, s e e  t h e  e le m e n t  a s  
more complex: t h a t  t h e  s i s t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  p a t i e n c e - a n i m a ,
p a t i e n c e  b e i n g  an e s s e n t i a l l y  f e m in in e  t r a i t  and anima 
r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  f a c t  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  d u a l i t y .  The s i s t e r  i s  
t h u s  c o n s t r u e d  as  t h e  woman p r i n c i p l e  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  s e l f ,  
t h a t  p a r t  which  c o u n s e l s  p a t i e n c e  and  common s e n s e ,  which  
r e s t r a i n s  t h e  p o e t  f rom  b e i n g  c a r r i e d  o f f  by e n th u s ia s m  
when f a c e d  w i t h  a g r e a t l y  a m b i t i o u s  v i s i o n .
The i s l a n d  i s  a m y s t i c a l  and  m a rv e lo u s  p l a c e ,  abun­
dan t  i n  o v e r - s i z e d  f l o w e r s ,  an E d en ic  g a rd e n  which was a l ­
r e a d y  s u g g e s t e d  i n  " T o a s t  F uneb re"  where G a u t i e r ,  s e e i n g  
t h e s e  f l o w e r s ,  c o n f e r s  an e t e r n a l  v a l u e  on them th r o u g h  
h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p o e t i c  g i f t  o f  o b s e r v a t i o n .  T h is  i s  t h e  
i s l a n d  o f  g r e a t  p o e t i c  v i s i o n ,  b u t  t h i s  v i s i o n  i s  f r a u g h t  
w i th  danger  i n  i t s e l f .  The f l o w e r s  p e r c e i v e d  a r e  n o t  
p a s s i v e ;  t h e y  defy  t h e  s co p e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  r e a s o n .
As t h e  f l o w e r s  a r e  m a g n i f i e d ,  ea ch  seems t o  s t a n d  
o u t ,  p r o j e c t e d  f o rw a r d ,  s u r r o u n d e d  by a h a l o - l i k e  " l u c i d e  
c o n to u r"  which  s e p a r a t e s  them from t h e  g a r d e n .  L a r g e r  
th a n  l i f e ,  b a t h e d  i n  p u r i t y ,  s t a n d i n g  i n  e x t r e m e ly  s h a r p  
f o c u s ,  each  e x i s t i n g  as  a s e p a r a t e  e n t i t y ,  t h e s e  f l o w e r s  
s u g g e s t  so many s e p a r a t e  I d e a s  w i t h  which  Mallarme h a s  
g r a p p l e d ,  o r  t h e i r  p e r f e c t  e x p r e s s i o n .  The v iew  b r i n g s  
e l a t i o n ,  e x a l t a t i o n  t o  t h e  p o e t .  And i t  i s  h e r e  t h a t  t h e
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m y s t e r i o u s  s i s t e r ,  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  " t e n d r e  e t  s e n s e e , "  
makes h e r  p r e s e n c e  f e l t  a s  a  p o s i t i v e  f o r c e .  The s i s t e r -  
anima "beholds t h i s  w o n d e r fu l  l a n d ,  "but c a n n o t  r i s e  t o  t h e  
same h e i g h t s  o f  e c s t a s y  as  t h e  p o e t - a n im u s :  "Mais c e t t e
s o e u r . . . /  Ne p o r t a  son r e g a r d /  P lu s  l o i n  que s o u r i r e . "
(1 1 .  33-35)  Th is  i s  an a c t  of  n e g a t i o n ,  which  e x e r c i s e s  
a  r e s t r a i n i n g  i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  p o e t .  H eed ing  h e r ,  he 
" e x e r c i s e s  h i s  o ld  c r a f t " — o ld  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  M allarm e 
h as  l o n g  s i n c e  "become accus tom ed  t o  t h e  q u i e t  work of  pa­
t i e n c e .
Prom th e  "beginning t h i s  poem i s  p e rm e a te d  w i t h  an 
a i r  o f  s e l f - d e f e n s e ,  s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  Numerous images 
evoke t h e  d e t r a c t o r s  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  work,  o f  h i s  e s t h e t i c ,  
o f  w hich  t h e r e  were many i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  t i m e .  He s e e k s  t o  
in fo rm  t h e  c a r p e r s  t h a t  h i s  s i l e n c e  a t  t h e  c r u c i a l  moment 
was n o t  due to  th e  n o n - e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d ,  "but r a t h e r  
to  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  V i s io n  had  become to o  l a r g e ,  t h e  t o t a l  
p o e t i c - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of  t h e  p o e t  r e m a i n i n g  u n a b le  t o  cope 
w i th  t h a t  im m ens i ty .  The s i s t e r - a n i m a  p ro n o u n c e s  t h e  word 
" A n a s t a s e l "  b o rn  f o r  e t e r n a l  p a rc h m e n ts ,  t h e  "sesame word 
which  opens  t h e  door t o  t h e  l i v i n g  f u t u r e ,  t o  ' e t e r n a l  
p a r c h m e n ts '  or  im m o rta l ,  e f f e c t i v e ,  o r  r e c o r d e d  a r t . . . . " ^  
T h is  she does b e f o r e  B e au ty  d i s a p p e a r s  i n t o  N o th in g n e s s ,  
t h e  v i c t i m  o f  t h a t  i n o r d i n a t e  v i s i o n  w hich  h ad  so e l a t e d  
t h e  p o e t ,  b u t  a t  t h e  r i s k  o f  h i s  l o s i n g  h i s  mind .  The 
p o e t  must be p a t i e n t  f o r  some t im e  l o n g e r ,  s i n c e  he
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e v i d e n t l y  f e e l s  t h a t  t h e  V i s i o n  exceeds  h i s  c a p a c i t y  to  
cope w i t h  i t .
M al la rm e  r e v e a l s  i n  t h i s  poem h i s  aw aren ess  o f  t h e  
n e e d  t o  m a tu re  h i s  t e c h n i q u e s .  In d e e d ,  p a t i e n c e  seems a t  
t h e  v e r y  c o r e  o f  t h e  M al la rm ean  work. His  s l e n d e r  o u t p u t ,  
t h e  l e n g t h y  i n t e r v a l s  i n  w hich  no s i n g l e  work i s  p u b l i s h e d ,  
t h e  poems w r i t t e n  and  t h e n  r e p e a t e d l y  r e -w o rk e d — a l l  o f f e r  
t e s t i m o n y  t o  h i s  h a v in g  h ee d e d  th e  c a l l  t o  p a t i e n c e .  Im­
p o te n c e  i n  "P ro se "  emerges a s  a p o s i t i v e  v a l u e ,  a n e g a t i o n  
which  f o r c e s  th e  p o e t  to  r e - e v a l u a t e  i n  o r d e r  t o  make an 
a f f i r m a t i o n ;  t h e r e  i s  a p ro m ise  o f  f r u i t i o n .  The poem a f ­
f o r d s  an o p t i m i s t i c  v ie w  on t h e  p o e t ' s  c r e a t i v e  c a p a b i l i - -  
t i e s .  What i s  n ee d ed  i s  t i m e .  The p o e t  must w a i t  and s e e  
i n  o r d e r  t o  know what t h e  outcome o f  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  w i l l  
be .
T h is  outcome i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  Coup de d e s .
The p o s i t i v e l y  h o p e f u l  c a s t  o f  th e  d ic e  (ev en  i n  t h e  f a c e  
o f  d o u b t)  i s s u e d  by I g i t u r  seems now to  be te m p ered  by t h e  
a t t i t u d e  e x p r e s s e d  i n  " P r o s e . "  As i s  u s u a l  w i t h  t h e  more 
h e r m e t i c  p o e t r y  o f  M a l la rm e ,  Un Coup de des h a s  a r o u s e d  a 
g r e a t  d e a l  o f  s p e c u l a t i o n  ab o u t  i t s  m eaning,  b u t  once 
a g a i n ,  i t  i s  D av ies  who o f f e r s  th e  most s a t i s f a c t o r y  ex­
p l a n a t i o n  o f  i t s  c o n t e n t .  He i n t e r p r e t s  t h e  work i n  t h e  
l i g h t  o f  M a l l a r m e ' s  e n d u r i n g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  c r e a ­
t i v e  a c t ,  a s  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c  and e s t h e t i c  
p ro b lem s  a r i s i n g  from t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  p ro d u c in g  t h e
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"Grand Oeuvre" o f  which  he dreamed f o r  so l o n g :
Hante p a r  l a  c o n c e p t i o n  de 1*Oeuvre i d e a l ,  Mallarm^ 
voue a 1 ' e x e c u t i o n  de ce p r o j e t  non s e u le m e n t  une f o i  
i n e b r a n l a b l e ,  m a is  l e  t r a v a i l  de t o u t e  s a  v i e .  A l a  
v e i l l e  de s a  m ort  s e u l e m e n t ,  i l  comprend q u ' i l  ne l u i  
s e r a  pas  p o s s i b l e  de l ' a c h e v e r ,  m&me p a r t i e l l e m e n t . . .  
l e  Coup de des r e p r e n d ,  s u r  l e  p l a n  p o e t i q u e ,  l e s  
mSmes p rob lem es  p h i l o s o p h i q u e s  e t  e s t h e t i q u e s  q u i  
a v a i e n t  p reo ccu p e  M a l la rm l  p e n d a n t  t r e n t e  a n n l e s  de 
s a  v i e .3 2
The dominant theme o f  t h e  work i s ,  a s  t h e  l e t t e r s  
i n  heavy ,  b o l d  p r i n t  p r o c l a i m  a t  i n t e r v a l s  th r o u g h o u t  t h e  
poem, t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no p o s s i b l e  d e n i a l  o f  chance :  "Un
coup de des  ja m a is  n ' a b o l i r a  l e  h a s a r d , " s i n c e  chance  i s  
a lw ays  o p e r a b l e ,  i n  a f f i r m a t i o n  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  n e g a t i o n .  J 
Th is  i s  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  M allarme h ad  r e a c h e d  a s  he 
s t r o v e  t o  p e r f e c t  I g i t u r , y e t  n o n e t h e l e s s ,  I g i t u r  c a s t s  
th e  d ic e  i n  a s o r t  o f  " l e a p  o f  f a i t h "  and m o m e n ta r i ly  n e ­
g a t e s  ch a n ce .
The d ec o r  f o r  t h i s  poem, u n l i k e  t h a t  o f  I g i t u r , and 
q u i t e  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  s o n n e t  "A l a  nue a c c a b l a n t e  
t u ,  " i s  t h a t  o f  cosmic s h ip w re c k .  Sea and sky have com­
b in e d  t o  form a u n i t ,  t h e  image o f  a s h i p .  The s e a  forms 
i t s  h u l l  and t h e  h e a v i l y  c l o u d e d  sky i t s  m a s t s .  T h is  
image o f  t h e  Void i s  f u l l  o f  t h e  t e n s i o n  o f  t h w a r t e d  ac ­
t i o n ,  o f  a  f l i g h t  t h a t  c a n n o t  be :  "L'Abime — b l a n c h i  —
e t a l e  ( t h e  s e a  i s  s l a c k )  — f u r i e u x  —  so u s  une i n c l i n a i -  
son ( b e n e a t h  t h e  a n g l e  o f  i t s  own wing) —  p la n e  d e s e s -  
pe rem ent  ( t h e  wing i s  d e s p e r a t e l y  f l a t )  —  d ' a i l e  —  l a  
s i e n n e  —  p a r  — avance  r e to m b e e  d 'u n  mal a d r e s s e r  l e
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v o l . . . . " - ^  D av ies  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  wing  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  
an image o f  dynamic a s p i r a t i o n  i n  M a l l a r m e ' s  p o e t r y ,  which  
b r i n g s  t o  mind t h e  a t t e m p t e d  f l i g h t  o f  t h e  swan i n  "Le 
V ie r g e ,  l e  v i v a c e  e t  l e  b e l  a u j o u r d ' h u i . "  F l i g h t  i s  once 
a g a in  i m p o s s i b l e ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  i c e  i n  w hich  t h e  a s ­
p i r a n t  i s  f r o z e n ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  h e a v i n e s s  o f  t h e  
s to rm  c lo u d  which im m o b i l i z e s  any a c t i o n  b e f o r e  i t  can  be 
i n i t i a t e d .  Mallarme w ro te  c o n c e r n in g  t h i s  image o f  t h e  
s h i p ,  g i v e n  on t h e  t h i r d  s e t  o f  doub le  p a g e s  on w hich  th e  
t e x t  i s  s e t  up, "Le v a i s s e a u  y donne de l a  b an d e ,  du h a u t  
d 'u n e  page au b a s  de l ' a u t r e , "  ( p .  1582) i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  
t h e  movement o f  t h e  s h i p  i s  downward, d r a g g in g  w i t h  i t  t h e  
w ing-m as t  and t h e r e b y  n e g a t i n g  t h e  b a s i c  s e n s e  o f  a s p i r a ­
t i o n  and p rom ise  which  t h e  l a t t e r  e x p r e s s e s .  The l i s t i n g  
o f  t h e  s h i p  c o n t i n u e s  t o  s e t  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  movement 
o f  t h e  a c t i o n  u n t i l  n e a r  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem, whereupon, 
w i th  t h e  emergence o f  a c o n s t e l l a t i o n ,  t h e  movement a s ­
sumes an upward t r e n d .
At t h e  b e g i n n in g  o f  t h e  poem, how ever ,  a g a i n s t  t h i s  
b ac k d ro p  o f  th e  l i s t i n g ,  s i n k i n g  s h i p ,  t h e r e  r i s e s  imme­
d i a t e l y  t h e  f i g u r e  of  th e  M a s te r ,  t h e  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  o f  
t h e  p i e c e ,  th e  c a p t a i n  of  t h e  s h i p  t h a t  i s  s i n k i n g  and,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  t h e  image o f  th e  p o e t - i d e a l i s t  c o n f r o n t i n g  t h e  
Void .  T h is  f i g u r e  r i s e s  t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  and  hangs  p e r i ­
l o u s l y  c l o s e  t o  doom. H is  arm i s  u p r a i s e d  f o r  t h e  c a s t  
o f  t h e  d i c e ,  b u t  he c o n c lu d e s  t h a t  t h e  Number i s  n o t  y e t
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r e a d y  f o r  c a s t i n g :  " . . .  i n f e r a n t . . . que se  p r e p a r e  —
s ' a g i t e  e t  m§le — au p o in g  q u i  1 ' e t r e i n d r a i t  —  . . . 1 ' Unique 
N o m b r e . . . "  ( p p .  4 6 2 - 4 6 3 ) .  He h e s i t a t e s  ( " c a d a v r e  p a r  l e  
b r a s  e c a r t e  du s e c r e t  q u ' i l  d e t i e n t " )  ( p p .  4 6 2 -4 6 3 ) ;  t h i s  
u p r a i s e d  arm i s  a l l  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  him from d e a th  a t  t h i s  
p o i n t ,  i . e . ,  t h e  Act y e t  u n a c c o m p l i s h e d .  His  h e s i t a n c y  
a r i s e s  f rom a doubt as t o  w h e th e r  he s h o u ld  c a s t  th e  d i c e .
He c o n t e m p l a t e s  c a r r y i n g  th e  d ic e  down w i t h  him i n t o  t h e  
a b y s s :  " . . . j o u e r . . . .  — l a  p a r t i e  — au nom des f l o t s . "
( p p .  462 -463)  f a c e d  w i t h  t h i s  n e g a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  he 
h e s i t a t e s  t o  y i e l d  t o  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  n o t  t o  c a s t  t h e  d i c e ,  
b e c a u s e  he remembers t h e  p l e a  o f  h i s  a n c e s t o r s  as  i t  was 
e x p r e s s e d  i n  I g i t u r , t h a t  he s h o u ld  im m o r t a l i z e  them by 
making them a b s o l u t e  t h r o u g h  t h e  n e g a t i o n  o f  ch an ce .  The 
dilemma i s  summarized t h u s :  " l a  rner p a r  1 ' a l e u l  t e n t a n t
ou l ' a l e u l  c o n t r e  l a  mer — une chance  o i s e u s e . . . "
(p p .  4 64 -465 )  Whether t h e  s e a  w i l l  t u r n  t h e  o ld  man i n t o  
a  p l a y t h i n g  o f  chance ,  o r  w h e th e r  t h e  o l d  man w i l l  t r y  to  
b e a t  t h e  s e a  a t  t h i s  game o f  ch an ce ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  q u e s t i o n .
I t  seems n o t  t o  m a t t e r  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  f o r  he q u a l i f i e s  
t h i s  game a s  " o i s e u s e , "  t r i f l i n g .  The d e c i s i o n  o f  th e  
" M a i t r e - v i e i l l a r d - a l e u l "  i s  t h e r e f o r e  u s e l e s s .  The mean­
in g  o f  t h a t  p a r t  o f  t h e  t e x t  l a i d  o u t  on t h e  f i f t h  s e t  o f  
doub le  p a g e s ,  which has  j u s t  been  c o n s i d e r e d  h e r e ,  seems 
to  be r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e  a r ran g em e n t  o f  t h e  t e x t  i t s e l f  on 
t h e s e  p a g e s :  v i r t u a l l y  e v e r y t h i n g  a p p e a r s  on th e  l e f t
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hand page ,  where t h e  movement i s  one o f  d e s c e n t ,  a s  i f  t o  
i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a l l  w i l l  end up i n  t h e  a h y s s ,  w h e th e r  t h e  
d ic e  a r e  c a s t  or  n o t .  The o n ly  e le m e n t  t o  a p p e a r  on th e  
o t h e r w i s e - b l a n k  f a c i n g  page i s  t h e  n e g a t i o n  "N'ABOLIRA," 
which b e l o n g s  t o  t h e  c e n t r a l  a s s e r t i o n  o f  t h e  poem, "Un 
coup de d e s - j a m a i s  n ' a b o l i r a  l e  h a s a r d . "
The poem c o n t i n u e s  to  d e v e lo p  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  Mas­
t e r ' s  h e s i t a n c y ,  w e ig h in g  t h e  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  a c t i o n ,  
f i r s t  t h e  n e g a t i v e  one i n  w hich  he i s  s im p ly  e n g u l f e d  by 
t h e  waves: "Une i n s i n u a t i o n  s im p le  —  au s i l e n c e  e n r o u l e e
avec i r o n i e , "  (p p .  466-467)  and  s e c o n d ly  t h e  a f f i r m a t i v e  
one: "ou —  l e  m y s t e r e  — p r e c i p i t ^  —  h u r l e . . . "
(p p .  466-467)  The two a l t e r n a t i v e s  seem t o  h o v e r  and s p i n  
over  th e  a b y s s  ab o u t  t o  consume t h e  M a s t e r .  T h is  i n d e c i ­
s i v e n e s s  becomes a  f e a t h e r  ( " p lu m e " )  i n  t h e  n e x t  d e v e lo p ­
ment,  a c o n c r e t i z i n g  o f  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e .  The plume 
h o v e r s ,  " s o l i t a i r e  ^ p e r d u e , "  t h e n  e n c o u n t e r s  "une to q u e  de 
m i n u i t , "  a  b l a c k  cap  ( s u g g e s t e d  p e r h a p s  by t h e  b l a c k  ocean  
s u r f a c e )  i n  which i t  w i l l  come t o  r e s t  ( e t  im m o b i l i s e  c e t t e  
b l a n c h e u r  r i g i d e )  (p p .  468-469)  T h is  cap  w i t h  th e  f e a t h e r  
i n  i t  evokes  th e  i d e a  o f  H am le t ,  u n d o u b te d ly  th r o u g h  a s s o ­
c i a t i o n  w i t h  a poem on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  Hamlet by Theodore  
de B a n v i l l e  which  M allarm e q u o t e s  i n  h i s  e s s a y  "H am le t .
I n  t h e  e s s a y  M allarme w r i t e s  c o n c e r n i n g  S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s 
p r i n c e ,  i n  words t h a t  hav e  t h e  r i n g  o f  h i s  own c r i s i s  i n  
them:
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L ' a d o l e s c e n t  e v a n o u i  de nous aux commencements de l a  
v i e  e t  q u i  h a n t e r a  l e s  e s p r i t s  h a u t s  ou p e n s i f s  p a r  l e  
d e u i l  q u ' i l  se  p l a i t  a  p o r t e r ,  j e  l e  r e c o n n a i s ,  q u i  se  
d e b a t  sous  l e  mal d 1a p p a r a l t r e :  p a r c e  q u 'H a m le t  ex­
t e r i o r i s e ,  s u r  des  p l a n c h e s ,  ce p e r s o n n a g e  u n iq u e  
d 'u n e  t r a g e d i e  i n t i m e  e t  o c c u l t e ,  son  nom m§me a f f i c h e  
e x e r c e  s u r  m o i . . . .une  f a s c i n a t i o n ,  p a r e n t e  de 1 '  a n -  
g o i s s e . 36
The r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  a n g u i s h  i s  t h e n  g iv e n :
. . .m a is  avance  l e  s e i g n e u r  l a t e n t  q u i  ne  p e u t  d e v e n i r , 
j u v e n i l e  ombre de t o u s ,  a i n s i  t e n a n t  du m y th e .37
His drama i s  t h e  drama o f  everyman:
. . . c a r  i l  n ' e s t  p o i n t  d ' a u t r e  s u j e t ,  s a c h e z  b i e n :
1 ' an tag o n ism e  de r § v e  chez l 'homme avec  l e s  f a t a l i t e s  
a son e x i s t e n c e  d e p a r t i e s  p a r  l e  m a l h e u r . 3 8
Hamlet a f f o r d s ,  t o  M a l l a r m e 's  t h i n k i n g ,  a p e r f e c t  
p a r a l l e l  w i t h  h i s  Hero i n  t h e  Coup de d e s , s i n c e ,  p r e y  a t  
f i r s t  t o  i n d e c i s i o n ,  he i s  f a t e d  t o  p e r i s h  once he does 
t a k e  a c t i o n :  " l e  f a t i d i q u e  p r i n c e  q u i  p e r i r a  au  p r e m ie r
pas  dans l a  v i r i l i t e . " ^
Cohn i n t e r p r e t s  t h e  "plume" i n  y e t  a n o t h e r  s e n s e ,  
one which  m ust  n o t  be o v e r lo o k e d :  "The plume i s  a l s o  un­
a s s i g n e d  a r t - v i s i o n . . . . ,  a  pen w a i t i n g  t o  w r i t e . T h e  
a d j e c t i v e s  " s o l i t a i r e "  and "dperdue"  b o t h  have  r e l e v a n c y  
to  t h e  f a t e  o f  t h e  a r t i s t :  th e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  t r u e  a r ­
t i s t  and t h e  s e n s e  o f  d e f e a t .
The e v o c a t i o n  o f  Hamlet seems t o  be made even 
c l e a r e r  by r e f e r e n c e  t o  a " p r i n c e  amer de l ' ^ c u e i l "  a t  
t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h e  r e e f  on which  a s h i p  f o u n d e r s ,  t h e  ob­
s t a c l e  t h a t  s e p a r a t e s  t h e  dream er  from h i s  g o a l .  The H ero -  
H am le t -M as te r  f i g u r e  i s  h e r e  r e p r e s e n t e d  a s  " c o n te n u  —
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p a r  s a  p e t i t e  r a i s o n  v i r i l e , "  ( p .  4-69) which  D avies  t h i n k s
i s  t h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  r e e f . ^  L imited,  by h i s  human
f a c u l t i e s ,  h i s  a w a re n e s s  o f  s e l f ,  he  ca n n o t  a t t a i n  t o  th e
p u re  N o t io n ,  and w i l l  r e m a in  t h u s  f o u n d e r i n g  on th e  r e e f
42o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  u n t i l  t h e  moment o f  d e a t h .  The h e r o ' s  
c o n c e rn  o v e r  h i s  dilemma s u d d e n ly  t u r n s  t o  l a u g h t e r  a s  a 
r e v e l a t i o n  dawns upon him, a  r e v e l a t i o n  which Mallarme 
b e g i n s  t o  p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r  o n ly  t o  i n t e r r u p t  i t  im­
m e d i a t e l y  w i t h  a l o n g  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  ( and  s im u l t a n e o u s )  de­
ve lo p m en t  on t h e  h u m a n -c o n s c io u s n e s s  l e v e l ,  i . e . ,  th e  
emergence o f  t h e  p u re  N o t io n  o f  s e l f :  "Une s t a t u r e  m ig -
nonne t e n e b r e u s e , "  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  "ombre p u e r i l e "  
h e r a l d e d  e a r l i e r .  T h i s  c o n c e p t  a p p e a r s  i n  th e  form o f  a 
s i r e n ,  who w i t h  t h e  f l i p  o f  h e r  t a i l  s l a p s  t h e  r o c k  ( t h e  
r e e f ) ,  " f a u x  m ano ir"  ( i . e . ,  t h e  a n c e s t r a l  home around  
which  a r e  c o n s o l i d a t e d  a l l  t h o s e  f a c t o r s  which  go i n t o  h i s  
aw a re n ess  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  an i n d i v i d u a l , t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s  
l i n e a g e ,  so t o  s p e a k ) .  The ro c k  d i s a p p e a r s ,  t h e  r o c k  
which h a d  im posed  "une b o rn e  a l 1i n f i n i , "  ( p .  471) and 
w i th  i t s  d i s a p p e a r a n c e ,  t h e  l a s t  o b s t a c l e  t o  t h e  a p p e a r ­
ance of  t h e  p u re  I d e a  i s  rem oved .
The n e x t  s e t  o f  doub le  p ag es  d e v e lo p s  th e  r e v e l a ­
t i o n  w hich  h ad  begun t o  dawn on t h e  M a s te r  e a r l i e r :  "S i
c ' e t a i t  l e  Nombre, ce  s e r a i t  l e  h a s a r d . "  (p p .  470-473)
Even i f  t h e  d i c e  were c a s t ,  i f  a p a r t i c u l a r  number ap­
p e a r e d  t o  deny c h a n ce ,  t h i s  would i n  e f f e c t  c o n s t i t u t e  no
d e n i a l ;  i t  would be b u t  a n o t h e r  a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  i t .  Chance 
i s  o p e r a t i v e  w h e th e r  one c a s t s  t h e  d i c e  o r  n o t ,  w h e th e r  one 
a c t s  o r  n o t ;  t h e  outcome w ould  be t h e  same, w h e th e r  t h e  
M a s te r  ch o se  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  o r  i n a c t i o n .  With t h i s  
r e a l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  plume f a l l s ,  s i g n a l l i n g  t h e  end o f  t h e  
h e s i t a n c y  o f  t h e  M a s t e r ;  t h e  plume i s  " f l e t r i e  p a r  l a  n eu ­
t r a l i t y  i d e n t i q u e  du g o u f f r e , "  ( p .  4 7 3 ) ,  i . e . ,  v i c t i m  o f  
t h e  aw a re n e s s  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  b o th  s o l u t i o n s  l e a d  to  t h e  
same r e s u l t .
M allarm e b e g i n s  t o  draw c o n c l u s i o n s :  "Rien n ' a u r a
eu l i e u  que l e  l i e u . "  ( p p .  474-475)  The d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of  
t h e  f e a t h e r  image l e a v e s  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  s e a  and t h e  sky ,  
a g a i n s t  t h e  b a c k d ro p  o f  w h ich  n o t h i n g  seems t o  have t r a n ­
s p i r e d .  But even i f  t h e  empty, s e n s e l e s s  a c t  o f  c a s t i n g  
th e  d i c e  h ad  been  p e r fo rm e d ,  t h i s  a c t ,  " p a r  son mensonge 
( t h e  i l l u s i o n s  o f  h i s  a n c e s t o r s )  — etXt fonde  — l a  p e r ­
d i t i o n  —  . . .  — du vague  —  en q uo i  t o u t e  r e a l i t e  se
d i s s o u t  " ( p .  475)
S i  ce mensonge e t a i t  devenu r e a l i t e ,  l e  coup de d es ,  
en su p p r im a n t  l e  H a s a rd ,  e t t t  a b o u t i  a un d e te rm in ism e  
a b s o l u ,  l e  vague  d i s p a r a i s s a n t  n e c e s s a i r e m e n t  avec l e  
H a s a r d . . . .  Vague, employe comme s u b s t a n t i f ,  . . .  evoque 
p r e c i s e m e n t  t o u t  ce  q u i  c o n t i e n t  un e lem e n t  de m y s te re  
ou de h a s a r d . 43
I t  i s  a s  th ough  M allarm e were o f f e r i n g  h i m s e l f  t h e  conso ­
l a t i o n  h e r e  t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  c o n t in u e  to  be m y s te ry  i n  t h e
u n i v e r s e ,  f o r  a f t e r  a l l ,  m y s te ry  h as  r e c e i v e d  an enormous
p a r t  o f  M a l l a rm e 1s a t t e n t i o n  d u r in g  t h e  e n t i r e  span o f  h i s  
l i f e .
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But t h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  M a s te r  i s  t o  he f u r t h e r  
e l u c i d a t e d  hy Mallarme i n  t h e  l a s t  movement o f  th e  poem.
He h a s  s a i d  t h a t  "Rien n ' a u r a  eu l i e u  que l e  l i e u , "  and 
now he q u a l i f i e s  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  w i t h :  " E x c e p t !  p e u t - £ t r e
une c o n s t e l l a t i o n . "  (p p .  476-477) The f u z z i n e s s  and im pre­
c i s i o n  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  a c t i o n  have b een  m a i n t a i n e d  by " p e u t -  
£ t r e "  i n  t h i s  deve lopm ent .  The c o n s t e l l a t i o n  t h a t  t a k e s  
shape i n  t h e  f o r m l e s s  sky " . . . Enumere. . . l e  h e u r t  s u c c e s s i f  
— s i d e r a l e m e n t  — d 'u n  compte t o t a l  en f o r m a t i o n . . . "
(p p .  476-477)  i . e . ,  i t  a r r i v e s  a t  a  number o f  i t s  own.
What t h e  i n d e c i s i o n  o f  t h e  M a s te r  h a s  l e f t  i n  abeyance  
seems a c c o m p l i s h e d  on a cosmic p l a n e ,  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  t h e  
w i l l  o f  t h e  M a s te r ,  d e s p i t e  him. I t  i s  h i s  i n d e c i s i v e n e s s  
which  c a l l s  f o r t h  t h e  I d e a l ,  t h e  A b s o lu te  c a s t  o f  t h e  d ic e  
as  r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  t h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n .
The M a s t e r ' s  d e c i s i o n  as  to  w h e th e r  t o  c a s t  t h e  d i c e  or  
n o t  i s  l e f t  sh ro u d ed  i n  " l e  vague  —  en q u o i  t o u t e  r E a l i t E  
se  d i s s o u t , "  ( p .  475) > which i n d i c a t e s  a  m id d le  c o u r s e  as  
c o n c e rn s  t h e  p e r fo rm an ce  o f  t h e  a c t .  The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  
chance  i t s e l f  d e te rm in e s  t h e  outcome. As c o n c e r n s  t h e  e s ­
t h e t i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  p o e t - a r t i s t ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  i s  
w h e th e r  t o  f o r c e  t h e  work from i t s  mould p r e m a tu r e l y ,  or  
t o  abandon any a t t e m p t  t o  p roduce  i t :
Le p o e t e  v i e n t  de comprendre q u ' i l  f a u t  se  g a r d e r  de 
c h o i s i r  e n t r e  ce s  c o n t r a i r e s ,  comme d ' a i l l e u r s  d ' e n  
r e d u i r e  1 ' E q u iv a len ce  a  l ' a b s u r d e :  une s o r t e  de g e s ­
t a t i o n ,  o u l e s  deux s o l u t i o n s  q u i  s ' e x c l u e n t  m u t u e l l e -  
ment se t r o u v e n t  neanmoins c o n c i l i e e s ,  p e rm et  de de­
p a s s e r  l e  paradoxe  e t  d ' a b o u t i r  a l ' A b s o l u . 4 4
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A c a s e  i s  made t h e r e f o r e  f o r  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  ch a n ce ,  
w hich  w i l l  n o t  he d e n i e d  i n  t h e  acco m p l ish m en t  o f  t h e  work .  
When t h e  p o e t  s e t s  o u t  t o  p roduce  a work,  h i s  m e n ta l  image 
o f  t h e  work he dreams o f  p ro d u c in g  may he c l e a r ,  and  y e t ,  
as  F ow lie  i n d i c a t e s :  "The s e c r e t  o f  ea ch  poem r i s e s  o u t ­
s i d e  o f  and  i n  s p i t e  o f  a l l  t h e  c a l c u l a t i o n s .  A poem i s  
w r i t t e n  t o  c o n t r a d i c t  ch a n ce ,  and y e t ,  i f  i t  i s  a  g r e a t  
poem, t h e  p a r t  which came a b o u t  u n e x p e c t e d l y . . . . c o n s t i t u t e s  
i t s  p r i n c i p a l  a c h ie v e m e n t .  At some p o i n t  o r  o t h e r  i n  t h e
f a b r i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  poem, t h e  p o e t  i s  h e l p l e s s  and u s e l e s s
45b e f o r e  t h e  g i f t  o f  c h a n c e . "  To which  i t  may be added  
t h a t ,  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  Coup de d e s , e v e ry  e lem e n t  i s  
d i r e c t l y  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  c h a n c e ,  f o r  M a l l a r m e ' s  c l o s i n g  
words i n  t h e  poem a r e :  "Toute  Pensee  emet un Coup de
d e s . "  ( p .  477) Chance i s  o p e r a b l e  i n  a l l  t h i n g s ,  a t  a l l  
t i m e s .  F o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  he c o n t i n u e d ,  d e s p i t e  p e r i o d s  o f  
d e s p a i r ,  t o  work a t  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  h i s  o e u v r e . The 
p o e t  works i n  p a t i e n c e  and knowledge o f  h i s  c r a f t ,  and 
chance  w i l l i n g ,  h i s  s t a r  w i l l  someday r i s e  i n  t h e  d a r k n e s s  
t o o .  T h is  i s  u n d o u b te d ly  why, i n  t h e  y e a r  o f  h i s  d e a th  
( 1 8 9 8 ) ,  M alla rm e was a b l e  t o  a s s e r t :  "H eureuse  ou v a i n e ,
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ma v o l o n t e  de v i n g t  ans  s u r v i t  i n t a c t e . "  And i t  un­
d o u b te d ly  h e l p s  to  e x p l a i n  why, as  d e a th  ap p ro a c h e d ,  he 
made t h i s  r e q u e s t  o f  h i s  f a m i l y  i n  h i s  l a s t  h o u r s :
Le spasme t e r r i b l e  d ' e t o u f f e m e n t  s u b i  t o u t  a  l ' h e u r e  
p e u t  se  r e p r o d u i r e  au  c o u r s  de l a  n u i t  e t  a v o i r  r a i s o n  
de m oi .  A lo r s ,  vous  ne  vous  e t o n n e r e z  p as  que j e
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p e n s e  au monceau d e m i - s e c u l a i r e  de mes n o t e s ,  l e q u e l  ne 
vo u s  d e v i e n d r a  q u 'u n  g r a n d  e m b a r ra s ;  a t t e n d u  que pas un 
f e u i l l e t  n ' e n  p e u t  s e r v i r .  Moi-m£me, 1 ' un iq u e  p o u r r a i s  
s e u l  en t i r e r  ce q u ' i l  y a . . .  Je  l ' e u s s e  f a i t  s i  l e s  
d e r n i e r e s  annees  manquant  ne m ' a v a i e n t  t r a h i .  B rf l lez ,  
p a r  c o n s e q u e n t :  i l  n ' a  p a s  l a  d ' h e r i t a g e  l i t t e r a i r e ,  
mes p a u v r e s  e n f a n t s . Ne so u m e t te z  mime pas  a - 1 ' a p p r e ­
c i a t i o n  de q u e l q u 'u n :  ou r e f u s e z  t o u t e  i n g e r e n c e  c u -
r i e u s e  ou a m i c a l e .  B i t e s  q u 'o n  n ' y  d i s t i n g u e r a i t  #r i e n ,  
c ' e s t  v r a i  du r e s t e ,  e t ,  v o u s ,  mes p a u v r e s  p r o s t r e e s ,  
l e s  s e u l s  § t r e s  au  monde c a p a b l e s  a ce p o i n t  de r e s p e c ­
t e r  t o u t e  une v i e  d ' a r t i s t e  s i n c e r e ,  c ro y ez  que ce d e -  
v a i t  S t r e  t r e s  "beau.47
The m y s t e r y  t h a t  h a s  so c h a r a c t e r i z e d  M a l l a r m e ' s  d e e p e s t  
p r e o c c u p a t i o n s  as  w e l l  a s  h i s  l i t e r a r y  p r o d u c t i o n  i s  t h u s  
s e r v e d  i n  t h i s  d e a t h - h e d  w i s h .  His w i fe  and d a u g h te r  
"burned t h e  h a l f - c e n t u r y - o l d  p i l e  o f  n o t e s  t h a t  would un­
d o u b te d ly  have  h e l p e d  to  c l a r i f y  many a p u z z l i n g  e lem en t  
i n  t h e  M a s t e r ' s  work.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
M a l l a r m e ' s  l i f e t i m e  was s p e n t  i n  p u r s u i t  o f  an 
I d e a l ,  t h e  r e c o r d  o f  w h ich  i s  g iv e n  i n  h i s  p o e t r y .  Prom 
h i s  v e r y  e a r l i e s t  w orks ,  w r i t t e n  d u r in g  a d o l e s c e n c e ,  he 
m a n i f e s t s  a f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  r e a lm  beyond our c o n c r e t e  
u n i v e r s e ,  w hich  he t e r m s  1 1a z u r . S u b seq u e n t  t o  th e  d e a t h  
o f  h i s  s i s t e r  M a r ia  i n  1857 and o f  a c l o s e  f r i e n d ,  H a r r i e t  
Smith ,  i n  1859) t h e  f a s c i n a t i o n  becomes a l l  t h e  more p r o ­
nounced .  I t  f i n d s  e x p r e s s i o n  i n  a lm o s t  a l l  o f  t h e  p o e t r y  
which  he w r i t e s  b e f o r e  1 8 6 5 ) i n  t e rm s  o f  l a  h a n t i s e  de 
1 1a z u r . Poem a f t e r  poem r e v e a l s  an o b s e s s i o n  w i th  an un­
a t t a i n a b l e  I d e a l ,  w hich  he f e e l s  i t  i s  h i s  s p e c i a l  p o e t i c  
du ty  t o  comprehend and e x p r e s s .  When t h e  o b s e s s i o n  b e ­
comes to o  p a i n f u l ,  he s e e k s  t o  e scape  from i t  th ro u g h  
p o e t r y  i t s e l f ,  t h r o u g h  l o v e ,  th ro u g h  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on t h e  
m a t e r i a l  a s p e c t s  o f  l i f e .  T h is  h a u n t i n g  aw a ren ess  o f  t h e  
I d e a l ,  a s  w e l l  as  t h e  f r u i t l e s s  e f f o r t s  e i t h e r  to  e s cap e  
i t  o r  t o  come t o  t e rm s  w i t h  i t ,  r e c e i v e s  i t s  f u l l e s t  ex­
p r e s s i o n  i n  t h e  poem " L 'A z u r . "  Test im ony o f  t h e  y o u t h ' s  
f a i l u r e  e i t h e r  t o  e s c a p e  o r  t o  s u b l i m a t e  s u c c e s s f u l l y  i s  
amply p r o v i d e d  i n  t h e  v e r s e  o f  t h i s  p e r i o d .  Wherever he 
t u r n s ,  he  i s  b r o u g h t  f a c e  t o  f a c e  a g a in  w i t h  t h a t  I d e a l ,
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and f a i l i n g  t o  comprehend i t ,  he r e c o r d s  t h i s  f a i l u r e  i n  
te rm s  o f  im po tence  o r  s t e r i l i t y .
By 1865 M allarm e h a s  r e a c h e d  an im p a s s e .  H is  Bream 
( t h e  I d e a l  v i s i o n  w h ich  p r e o c c u p i e d  him from  h i s  y o u th )  
d i s a p p e a r s  as  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i s i s  w hich  
c u l m i n a t e s  "between t h e  y e a r s  1865 and 1870 .  He no l o n g e r  
b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h a t  i d e a l  P l a t o n i c  r e a l m  in  
which t h e  u l t i m a t e  R e a l i t y  r e s i d e s .  The m e t a p h y s i c a l  c r i ­
s i s ,  by d e s t r o y i n g  h i s  Bream, p r e s e n t s  him w i t h  a v iew  of  
t h e  V o id .  But th e  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  Void b r i n g s ,  r a t h e r  
th a n  a n e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e  011 t h e  p a r t  o f  M alla rm e ,  an e x i s ­
t e n t i a l  a s s u m p t io n  o f  t h a t  Void and a d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to
make so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e  o f  i t .  Under t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of
H e g e l ' s  i d e a s ,  he i s  a b l e  t o  c o n c e iv e  o f  t h e  Void n o t  as
th e  end b u t  a s  a b e g i n n i n g ,  t h e  p o i n t  f rom which to  e s t a b ­
l i s h  a s y n t h e s i s .  The Void i s  a b s e n c e ,  b u t  an ab sen ce  
from which  so m e th in g  p o s i t i v e  must i s s u e .  T h is  so m e th ing  
p o s i t i v e  i s  h i s  p o e t r y ,  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t  by which  t h e  
p r e s e n c e - a b s e n c e  s y n t h e s i s  w i l l  be e f f e c t e d .  In  o r d e r  to  
a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s  s y n t h e s i s ,  a new e s t h e t i c  m ust  be f o r g e d ,  
an e s t h e t i c  b a s e d  on t h e  e v o c a t i v e  power o f  s u g g e s t i o n .
The s u b s t a n c e  o f  h i s  p o e t r y  i s  so u g h t  i n  ab s en ce ;  t h e  con­
c r e t e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  t h i n g s  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  a r e  
v iew ed  a s  i m p u r i t y .  Focus  i s  s h i f t e d  t o  t h e  d i s a p p e a r a n c e ,  
t h e  v o l a t i l i z a t i o n  o f  o b j e c t s ,  o r  t o  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  ma­
t e r i a l i z e .  The o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  1 1a z u r  i s  now r e p l a c e d  w i th
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t h e  o b s e s s i o n  o f  th e  Void ,  b u t  w i t h  a d i f f e r e n t  o r i e n t a t i o n .  
The p o e t  s t r u g g l e s  w i t h  t h e  Void t o  w r e s t  f rom i t  a Work, 
h i s  "Grand Oeuvre" o f  which  he sp e ak s  i n  a l c h e m i s t i c  t e rm s ,  
which  w i l l  t u r n  th e  b a s e  m e t a l s  o f  human p e r c e p t i o n  i n t o  
t h e  p u re  g o l d  o f  an i d e a l  " L i v r e . "  The "alchemy o f  th e  
word" i s  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t a l i t y  by w hich  su c h  a work w i l l  be 
a c h i e v e d .
But a g a i n s t  t h i s  i d e a l  Y/ork Mallarm^ must now mea­
s u r e  h i s  own p r o d u c t i o n ,  and  he n e v e r  seems t o  be s a t i s ­
f i e d  w i t h  what he o b s e r v e s .  The I d e a l  t h a t  had  h a u n te d  
him e a r l y  i n  h i s  l i f e  i s  now r e p l a c e d  by t h e  v i s i o n  o f  a 
work t h a t  he would l i k e  t o  a c c o m p l i s h ,  w hich  would be 
n o t h i n g  l e s s  th a n  an " o r p h i c  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  E a r t h . "
T h is  new p o s i t i o n  i s  f r a u g h t  w i t h  d a n g e r  s i n c e  h i s  v i s i o n  
o f  t h e  Work may p rove  an i m p o s s i b l e  one t o  e x p r e s s .  He 
f a c e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  n o t  b e in g  a b l e  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  i t ,  
and he l i v e s  w i th  t h i s  f e a r .  I n  t h i s  new c o n t e x t ,  th e  
theme o f  im p o ten ce ,  or  s t e r i l i t y ,  r e c u r s .  He r e a l i z e s  to  
what d e g ree  t h e  accom pl ishm en t  o f  t h e  Work i s  c o n t r o l l e d  
by ch a n ce ,  which  c a n n o t  be n e g a t e d  no m a t t e r  how h a r d  t h e  
p o e t  t r i e s ,  a s  shown i n  Un Coup de d e s . The on ly  hope 
l i e s  i n  p a t i e n t  l a b o r ,  a s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  " P ro s e  pour des 
E s s e i n t e s . "  By means o f  l a n g u a g e  p e r h a p s  he can w r e s t  
from t h e  Void t h e  Work t h a t  he  c o n t e m p l a t e s .
For  one t h i n g  does  s u r v i v e  t h e  Void,  p r o v i d i n g  
chance  does n o t  i n t e r v e n e  t o  c a n c e l  ou t  i t s  r e a l i z a t i o n —
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t h e  work o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n .  T h is  c o n v i c t i o n  i s  ex­
p r e s s e d  i n  "T oas t  F u n lb r e "  and t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s u i t e  of  
"Tomheaux" poems w r i t t e n  t o  commemorate t h e  a c c o m p l i s h ­
ments  o f  s u c h  l u m i n a r i e s  a s  Poe, B a u d e l a i r e ,  Wagner and 
V e r l a i n e .  B u t  Mallarme can  draw on ly  a  l i m i t e d  c o n s o l a ­
t i o n  from t h i s  c o n v i c t i o n  B ecause  o f  h i s  f e e l i n g  t h a t  h i s  
own Work i s  y e t  to  he a c c o m p l i s h e d ,  t h a t  " o r p h i c  e x p la n a ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  E a r th "  t h a t  was t o  form t h e  s y n t h e s i s  o f  e v e ry ­
t h i n g  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e  and  t o  be embodied i n  " l e  L i v r e . "
I n  h i s  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  l e t t e r  t o  V e r l a i n e  w r i t t e n  i n  1885} 
Mallarm^ sp e a k s  p o i g n a n t l y  o f  what  he  deems h i s  s u c c e s s
and h i s  f a i l u r e  as  r e g a r d s  h i s  a r t :
A u j o u r d 'h u i ,  v o i l a  p l u s  de v i n g t  ans  e t  m a lg re  l a  p e r t e  
de t a n t  d ' h e u r e s ,  j e  c r o i s ,  avec t r i s t e s s e ,  que j ' a i  
b i e n  f a i t .  C ' e s t  que ,  a  p a r t  l e s  morceaux de p r o s e  e t
l e s  v e r s  de ma j e u n e s s e  e t  l a  s u i t e ,  q u i  y f a i s a i t
echo ,  p u b l i e e  un peu  p a r t o u t ,  chaque f o i s  que p a r a i s -  
s a i e n t  l e s  p r e m ie r s  numeros d 'u n e  Revue L i t t e r a i r e ,  
j ' a i  t o u j o u r s  rSve  e t  t e n t e  a u t r e  c h o s e ,  avec  une pa­
t i e n c e  d ' a l c h i m i s t e ,  p r § t  a y s a c r i f i e r  t o u t e  v a n i t e  
e t  t o u t e  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  comme on b r & l a i t  j a d i s  son mo- 
b i l i e r  e t  l e s  p o u t r e s  de son t o i t ,  p o u r  a l i m e n t e r  l e  
f o u r n e a u  du Grand O euvre .  Quoi? c ' e s t  d i f f i c i l e  a 
d i r e :  un l i v r e ,  t o u t  bonnem ent ,  en m a i n t s  tom es ,  un
l i v r e  q u i  s o i t  un l i v r e ,  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  e t  p r e m e d i t e ,  
e t  non un r e c u e i l  des i n s p i r a t i o n s  de h a s a r d  f u s s e n t -  
e l l e s  m e r v e i l l e u s e s . . .  J ' i r a i  p l u s  l o i n ,  j e  d i r a i :  
l e  L i v r e ,  p e r su a d e  q u ' a u  fo n d  i l  n ' y  en a q u 'u n ,  t e n t e  
a son i n s u  p a r  q u ic o n q u e  a e c r i t ,  mSme l e s  G-enies.
L ' e x p l i c a t i o n  o rp h iq u e  de l a  T e r r e ,  q u i  e s t  l e  s e u l  
d e v o i r  du po’d te  e t  l e  j e u  l i t t e r a i r e  p a r  e x c e l l e n c e :  
c a r  l e  ry thme m£me du l i v r e ,  a l o r s  im p e rs o n n e l  e t  v i -  
v a n t ,  ju sq u e  dans s a  p a g i n a t i o n ,  s e  j u x t a p o s e  aux 
e q u a t i o n s  de ce r S v e ,  ou O d e . l
The s t a t e m e n t  of h i s  I d e a l  i s  c l e a r .  The s t a t e m e n t  of
h i s  a w a re n e s s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t o o  l a r g e  a t a s k  f o r  him to
a c c o m p l i s h  i s  e q u a l l y  c l e a r :
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V o i l a  l ' a v e u  de raon v i c e ,  mis a nu ,  c h e r  ami, que m i l l e  
f o i s  j ' a i  r e p e t e ,  1 ' e s p r i t  m e u r t r i  ou l a s ,  m a is  c e l a  me 
p o ssk d e  e t  j e - r e u s s i r a i  p e u t - S t r e ;  non p as  a  f a i r e  c e t  
o uvrage  dans son  ensemble  ( i l  f a u d r a i t  I t r e  j e  ne  s a i s  
q u i  po u r  c e l a ! )  m ais  a en m o n t re r  un f r a g m e n t  d ' e x e c u t e ,  
a en f a i r e  s c i n t i l l e r  p a r  une p l a c e  1 ' a u t h e n t i c i t y  
g l o r i e u s e ,  en i n d i q u a n t  l e  r e s t e  t o u t  e n t i e r  a u q u e l  ne  
s u f f i t  pas  une v i e .  P ro u v e r  p a r  l e s  p o r t i o n s  f a i t e s  
que ce l i v r e  e x i s t e ,  e t  que j ' a i  connu ce que je  
n ' a u r a i  pu a c c o m p l i r . 2
He v ie w s  h i s  a c co m p l ish m e n ts  a s  p a r t i a l ,  a s  s im p ly  f i r s t
s t e p s  a l o n g  t h e  p a t h  t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  Work:
R ie n  de s i  s im p le  a l o r s  que j e  n ' a i e  p a s  eu h§.te de 
r e c u e i l l i r  l e s  m i l l e  b r i b e s  connues ,  q u i  m 'o n t ,  de 
temps a a u t r e ,  a t t i r e  l a  b i e n v e i l l a n c e  de ch a rm an ts  
e t  e x c e l l e n t s  e s p r i t s ,  vous  l e  p r e m i e r .  Tout c e l a  
n ' a v a i t  d ' a u t r e  v a l e u r  momentanee pou r  moi que de m 'e n -  
t r e t e n i r  l a  m ain:  e t  que lque  r e u s s i  que p u i s s e  S t r e
q u e l q u e f o i s  un des [un  mot manque] a  eux t o u s ,  c ' e s t  
b i e n  j u s t e  s ' i l s  composent un album, m ais  p as  un l i v r e .  
I I  e s t  p o s s i b l e  c e p e n d a n t  que l ' E d i t e u r  V a n ie r  m ' a r -  
r a c h e  c e s  lam beaux ,  m ais  j e  ne l e s  c o l l e r a i  s u r  des  
p a^ e s  que comme on f a i t  une c o l l e c t i o n  de c h i f f o n s  
d ' e t o f f e s  s e c u l a i r e s  ou p r e c i e u s e s .  Avec ce  mot con-  
d a m n a to i re  d ' Album, dans l e  t i t r e ,  Album de v e r s  e t  
de p r o s e , j e  ne s a i s  p a s ;  e t  c e l a  c o n t i e n d r a  p l u s i e u r s  
s d r i e s , p o u r r a  m§me a l l e r  i n d e f i n i m e n t . . . . 3
The r e f e r e n c e  t o  h i s  work a s  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  " l e s  m i l l e  
b r i b e s  connues"  i s  echoed  i n  th e  b i b l i o g r a p h y  w hich  Mal­
la rm e  p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h e  1 8 9 8  e d i t i o n  of  h i s  poem: "Beau-
coup de ces  po&mes, ou e t u d e s  en vue de mieux, comme on 
e s s a i e  l e s  b e e s  de plume a v a n t  de se  m e t t r e  a 1 ' o eu v re ,  
o n t  e t e  d i s t r a i t s  de l e u r  c a r t o n  pa r  l e s  i m p a t i e n c e s  am ies
de Revues en q u § te  de l e u r  numero d ' a p p a r i t i o n ..........
M allarm e worked a s s i d u o u s l y  u n t i l  h i s  d e a th ,  con­
t i n u i n g  i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e  t o  w r e s t  h i s  Work from th e  V oid .
The n o t e  w r i t t e n  t o  h i s  f a m i l y  j u s t  h o u r s  b e f o r e  h i s  d e a t h  
b e a r s  ample t e s t im o n y  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he had  n o t  y e t
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a c c o m p l i s h e d  t h e  I d e a l  Work. R e q u e s t in g  t h a t  a l l  o f  h i s  
n o t e s  he  b u r n e d ,  he s e e k s  t o  r e a s s u r e  them t h a t  i t  would 
have  b e e n  v e r y  b e a u t i f u l .  Chance i n t e r v e n e s .
One can  o n ly  be s t r u c k  w i t h  t h e  immense c o u ra g e  of  
t h i s  a r c h - i d e a l i s t  who l a b o r e d  t o  a c h i e v e  an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  
h i s  g r e a t  v i s i o n  i n  t h e  f u l l  knowledge t h a t  h i s  g o a l  would 
r e m a in  beyond  h i s  g r a s p .  One i s  a l s o  im p r e s s e d  w i th  t h e  
s i m i l a r i t y  be tw een  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  and t h a t  o f  t h e  e x i s t e n ­
t i a l i s t  i s o l a t o  who, l i k e  S i s y p h u s ,  a c c e p t s  h i s  i s o l a t i o n  
and e s t r a n g e m e n t ,  a n d . f i n d s  i n  h i s  l a b o r s  a meaning  f o r  
e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  d e n i e s  t h e  Void.
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^M alla rm ^ ,  O e u v r e s , pp .  662-663*
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th e  f o l l o w i n g  Sep tem ber  t o  work to w ard  a M a s te r  o f  A r t s  
degree  i n  F re n c h ,  and  d u r i n g  t h i s  y e a r  r e c e i v e d  a  F u l b r i g h t  
g r a n t  f o r  s t u d y  a t  t h e  Sorbonne d u r in g  1 9 5 5 -5 6 .  He s e rv e d  
i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Army from 1956 t o  1958, i n  t h e  ca ­
p a c i t y  o f  o f f i c i a l  t r a n s l a t o r  o f  F re n ch  f o r  H e a d q u a r t e r s ,  
U.S. E uropean  Command, a t  S a in t - G e r m a i n - e n - L a y e , F ra n c e .  
Upon r e l e a s e  from a c t i v e  d u ty  a t  t h e  end o f  1958,  he was 
r e t a i n e d  in  t h e  same p o s i t i o n  a s  a  C i v i l  S e r v i c e  employee 
f o r  two more y e a r s .  From I960  to  1963? He t a u g h t  French 
and S p a n ish  a t  N i c h o l l s  S t a t e  C o l le g e  i n  Thibodaux ,  L o u i s i ­
ana .  He r e c e i v e d  t h e  M a s te r  o f  A r t s  d e g ree  from L o u i s i a n a  
S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  i n  F e b r u a r y ,  1962, and began  work tow ard  
th e  Ph.D.  i n  Romance Languages  i n  S ep tem ber ,  1963* In  
1964 he became I n s t r u c t o r  o f  F rench  a t  L o u i s i a n a  S t a t e  Uni­
v e r s i t y ,  where he i s  p r e s e n t l y  a c a n d i d a t e  f o r  t h e  Ph.D. i n  
Romance L an g u ag es .
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